Shakespeare\u27s verse and the training actor by McPherson, Leith
Edith Cowan University 
Research Online 
Theses: Doctorates and Masters Theses 
1-1-2009 
Shakespeare's verse and the training actor 
Leith McPherson 
Edith Cowan University 
Follow this and additional works at: https://ro.ecu.edu.au/theses 
 Part of the Theatre and Performance Studies Commons 
Recommended Citation 
McPherson, L. (2009). Shakespeare's verse and the training actor. https://ro.ecu.edu.au/theses/163 











































'·' . . . 
. •' . 
·.: 
. . . . 
: I 
. ' 
' . . . ~ 
r.· 
. . . . 
. . 
Shakespeare'S Verse and the Training. 
·Actor 
MA Creative Arts 
Leith McPherson, BA (Acting), PG Dip. (Voice Studies). ·. 
.. 





• • • t • • 




J . . . . 
. . 





. . · '. · ,\ · . . . 
. . 
. ·. 
WA ACADEMY OF PERFORMING ·ARTS 
. . . . . 
fACULTY: EDUCATION AND ARTS, EDITH COWAN UNIVERSITY ._ · · .. 
DATE OF SUBMISSION: OCTOBER 161H 2008 . · · 
l . 
. . . 
. · . 
. . : . . 
· .. :: .. 
. . . . . 
. . . . - . 
. . . 
. . 
. . . . . . . . 
.. . . . .. . . . . . . . . 
: . . . . . . 
; . 
. . . . . . 
. . ~· . :- . . ·. 
... ; ; 
. . 
. : -
. . . . . 
. . t . . 
. . . . . . . 
··. ,· · . 
. · 
'~) . . . . 





. . \ 
. . 
. . . 
. . 
• I • 
. ': .. 
















. . . . . .. : . -:.: ·. . . ·. . . - . . . . J':.'f 
• ··- - ---------· ;t '. 
USE OF THESIS 
 
 




A focus on the clarity of the ~erse In the preparation and 
performance of Shakespeare's plays has been seen by some 
modem directors and teachers as an impediment to effective 
storytelling. Contemporary directors and actors in both film and 
theatre are focussing more on making the text sound 'natural', 
rather than formally structured, in order to improve the 
accessibility of the text for a modern audience that is more familiar 
with interpreting a visual world than an aural one, and more 
appreciative of a naturalistic acting technique rather than the 
heightened commitment required for Elizabethan text. 
Furthermore, many actors and directors have written and spoken 
about the lack of exposure young actors have to Shakespeare in 
performance, let alone to performances of these texts that are 
illuminating or inspirational. The plays do hold tremendous appeal 
as literature, but it is quite clear that they were never originally 
intended to be experienced in that form, just as the reading of · 
sheet music and performance of live music are two distinct 
experiences. Shakespeare lived and breathed and wrote for the 
theatre and it is within this environment that we can most fully 
understand and engage with his work. This is true for students of 
the text, for audiences, and most significantly for the actors whose 
· job is to communic.ate the verse. 
Although. the teacher of Shakespeare in an acting course has to 
compete· for tuition time with ma~y skills that seem more 
· immediately relevant to current industry demands, my belief is 
that the tools a student develops through learning to read and 
perform Shakespeare's text serve the overall growth of the 
3 
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·professional actor. I also believe that a focus· ·on the clarity and . 
confidence of the verse speaking will improve the quality of _any 
. . 
. Shakespeare play in performance, regardless of. the other 
interpretive choices made by the creative team. 
This-thesis aims to identify the most effective ways _of training 
students of acting to work with Shakespeare's verse. I-will be 
documenting my verse work with students from the Acting course 
· at the Western Australian Academy of Performing Arts from 2006-
. 2008, exploring and reflecting on three key components of the . 
work conducted with the students during that time: practical voice 
and poetry classes; a full public production of Shakespeare's play 
The Winter's Tale; -and a post-training workshop in 2007 . 
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To youiig people studying for the stage I 
say, with all solemnity, leave blank verse 
alone until you have experienced 
emotion deep enough to crave for poetic 
· expression, at which point verse will 
seem an absolute natural and real form 
of speech to you. Meanwhile, if any 
pedant with an uncultivated heart and a 
I 
theoretic ear proposes to teach you to 
recite, send instantly for the police. 
. . . 
George Bernard Shaw1 
' . . 
. . 
Introduction 
This research Is primarily focussed on identifying the most effective 
ways of training acting students to ~ork with Shakespeare's verse. 
I will examine the dominant voice and text training methods for 
actors currently in practice and my own work with student actors. 
By observing and analysing information gathered from rehearsal . 
and performances of The Winter's Tale, poetry and practical voice 
classes within the first and second years of the acting course at 
WAAPA and their assessment, and a three-day intensive graduate 
· workshop, I will identify the most effective ways of training actors . 
to reach a professional level of skill in speaking Shakespeare'cs 
verse. I will also reflect on the value of this work within the overall 
tuition of the students. I have limited my focus to the actors' 
experience of their training and development and my observations 
as a teacher and director. I will not focus on the audience's 
perception of changes in clarity and accessibility of the verse over 
the course of the training other than actors' comments as an 
audience for each other's work. Although I examine the idea that 
Shakespeare's verse c;ontains clear indications for actors about the 
intended delivery of the text, I will not be examining the wider 
debate about the authorship of the plays attributed to William 
Shakespeare. My aim is to identify the verse training 
methodologies that provide the greatest contribution to the overall 
development of professional actors. 
DVD Resources 
There are DVD resources that accompany this thesis. The first two 
DVDs are a film of my production of The Winter's Tale, performed 
in October 2006. I have also compiled a DVD documenting a 
10 
number of the exercises undertaken by the participants in the 
verse workshop that forms part of this thesis, which occurred In · 
December 2007. The guide to the contents of the DVD is found on 
page 107, at the end of the section about the workshop and its 
outcornes. 
The Given Circumstances: ContenJporary Actor 
Training 
The Acting Course at the Western Australian Academy of 
Performing Arts (WAAPA) is a three-year, fulltime vocational 
training program based on a British conservatolre model. Students 
undergo rigorous practical training in voice, movement and acting 
and apply their skills to public performances of mostly full-length 
plays ·in their second and third years. The conservatoire model 
adopted from the tradition of British drama schools was originally 
designed to prepare a student to join a repertory company at the 
end of their formal studies where the student, now actor, would · 
·'more intensively begin to apply the skills acquired during their 
drama school training. The learning structure of drama school 
courses has hardly changed over the last century whereas the 
industry has altered significantly.· For most actors there is neither 
the expectation nor the opportunity to become an apprentice at 
the end of three years of hard study unless an actor is lucky 
enough to join one of the very few actors' ensembles in the world 
providing similar opportunities to the former repertory system~ The 
onus now falls on a training· academy to produce actors who feel, 




At the same time, the linguistic skills of contemporary students are 
not as strong as secondary school grad~ates of previous 
generations. Students entering drami.l .;chool courses today, 
whether at WAAPA or any of the other drama schools in Australia 
or the UK, are less· interested or skilled in the areas of grammar, 
p~etry, literature, classical culture and basic literacy than students 
of even thirty years ago. That places an even greater pressure on 
the time a student has while undergoing their acting training to 
develop skills that were once acquired through high school 
education. Many teachers, actors and directors have lamented the 
erosion of the skills base a .young actor has acquired by the time 
they enter the industry. Sir Peter Hall, former Artistic Director of 
the Royal Shakespeare Company, writes, 
In the past it was hardly necessary to train actors to speak 
verse. They had - all of them - been marinated in so much 
Shakespeare during their early years in regional theatres or 
on classical tours that the r~ythm came naturally to them. It 
played in their heads all the time - like an . insistent backing 
group.2 
My contribution to the actors' development at WAAPA is primarily ·· 
vocal and. within that brief lies a contribution to the development of 
text skills, particularly confidence ~ith verse. Many of my students . 
have only ever experienced Shakespeare on the page before 
beginning their training; some have never even seen a live 
production and some have never acted in any full play before. For 
these students, indeed for any student, acquisition of a 
professional lev~l of skill with Shakespeare's verse is a challenging· 
task given the time available. For a teacher, imparting these skills 
within the time available is a challenging task. 
12 
·· Contemporary directors and actors in both film and theatre are 
focussing more on making the text sound 'natural', rather than 
formally structured, in order to improve the accessibility of the text 
for modern actors and audiences who are more familiar with 
interpreting a visual world than an aural one, and more 
appreciative of a naturalistic acting technique rather than the 
·heightened commitment required for Elizabethan text. One of the 
key differences between the stude.nts I taught in London and the 
students I teach at V.JAAPA is that in London, training to be a 
'classical' actor and working on classical text is a respected and 
integral part of an actor's self-.development. In Australia, for 
- . 
students who have little exposure to, and limited professional and 
personal interest in, classical theatre, developing an appre~iation 
for the purpose and value of the work becomes part of the training 
~tself. An American voice coach, Scott Kaiser, writes of his 
students, 
There was a time when I didn't have to explain myself when I 
used the word 'craft'. It was understood that I meant the set 
of vocal and physical skills used by an actor to meet the 
artistic challenges of playing a variety of roles in a rotating 
classical repertory. 3 
Th~ focus of much of the acting work in the course is to develop · 
the actor's ability to reveal 'truth' .. Truth is a term often used in 
assessing whether an actor's work is realistic or convincing. For the 
observer the qualities of truth are subjective and somewhat 
undefinable but might best be described as resembling the 
viewer's experience of real life. For actors with a limited life 
experience, the heightened emotions and rich verbal self-
expres·sion of some characters may feel untruthful. Many young 
actors are more confident exploring the kind of work, as Cicely 
13 
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Berry said, 'which delves into_ feeling and things in which, in a 
sense, language is secondary•. 4 British actor Simon Callow writes 
· .of the 'egalitarian revolution of the fifties' in which 'actors fell over 
themselves to becomr: men and women in the street. rs As a 
consequence of the shifts in actor training and the popularity of 
Method acting, most young actors today equate being contained 
with being truthful. Within this mindset, the theatricality of 
heightened text can seem anathema to realistic acting, partly 
because the students have little exposure to stage theatricality, 
partly because, for many students, their life experience has not 
been blessed and cursed by events of the magnitude of 
Shakespeare's characters and poetry. Having grown up ·viewing 
acting performances primarily on film and television, where an 
actor's proximity to the audience (camera) necessitates a 
containment of performance, students are wary of theatrical size, 
of being 'over the top'. They are wary of structure and technique, 
as Hall notes, 'Informality is thought to be t1onest; formality is 
considered artificial and untrustworthy.' 6 
Patsy Rodenburg writes of the skills gap that the voice teacher 
must attempt to fill: 'Voice coaches are in constant demand today 
in theatre because ·every ·thing an actor has to do to release the 
great classical texts has been eroded by society' and 'to speak, for 
instance, in iambic pentameter. to a thousand people requires vocal 
· strength and flexibility that fe·w of us naturally have'. 7 
The areas that a vocal program is required to now cover within an 
. . 
actor-training course extend far beyond the physical development 
of the voice. Literacy and grammar, sight-reading, poetry, text 
. . 
analysis, accents and dialects, phonetics, vocal health, anatomy . 
. and physiology, poetry and singin·g are also vital components of · 
14 
actors' vocal development in addition to the alignment, breath-
support, range, resonance, vocal-fitness and articulation that build 
the actors' basic physical skills. We train actors in the skills 
required for theatre regardless of whether their ambition is to work 
in tt•eatre or film because it is generally much easier for the stage 
actor to transfer his or her skills to the operating environment of 
· film than it is for a film actor to transfer to the stage. Vocally this 
is, particularly true. The time allocated to voice work is lower at 
WAAPA than at any drama school in which I've worked and the · 
students have less exposure to inspirational live theatre in Perth 
than in larger cities. To see and hear professional voices filling 
·theatrical roles and spaces would provide students _with · 
professional reference points and vocal role models to 
contextualise the work they are doing· in classes. Under these 
challenging circumstances, the voice teacher may be the first 
person to introduce an acting student to the experience of wo.rking 
Shakespeare for the stage. 
Shakespeare in Performance 
Most of the actors entering .the course will have studied 
· Shakespeare in English c!ass at high school but have rarely seen 
Shakespeare plays performed live. This is certainly a difference 
between Australian students and their counterparts in London for 
whom actors and companies famed for the quality of their work 
are more readily accessible. Participants in the Sydney verse 
workshop that forms a component of this thesis were asked what 
experience they had had of Shakespeare in performance prior to 
beginning their training and few of them had seen a production 




"WAAPA was my first real exposure to Sh~kespearean text." 
"Shakespeare's verse hadn't really existed until I had to learri . 
it for an audition piece for acting school." 
"There are few that I've really enjoyed." 
''We studied King Lear in English which gave me a basic 
intellectual understanding of the language but that was it -
with the exception of my own reading of the plays. "8 
Even for students with an interest in Shakespeare and a capacity 
for heightened text work, being able to see professional actors 
working the verse with confidence and skill Is difficult In Australia. 
For students with limited literary confidence, even If they are 
aspiring actors or potential future audience members, confining 
their relationship with Shakespeare to the page and the classroom 
is a significant disincentive to ever wanting to know the 
exponentially different experience of working Shakespeare on the 
stage. The decline in practical exposure to Shakespeare has also 
changed the nature of the average audi,~nce member who, 
whether versed in modern acting techniques or not, tends to have 
a similar v1ariness to heightened performance, coupled with a 
popular perception that Shakespeare is elitist and inaccessible. For 
most people, including most young actors, the cinema provides 
more thrilling and memorable cultural even~s than does theatre. 
Simon Callow writes: 
The great roles continued to be played, and played well, but 
there was a strong sense that something had gone out of the 
theatre. The performances of these crucial roles ceased to be 
events in the collective life of society ... In a word, these 
performances mean less than the performances seen and 
remembered by any of us over forty years of age ... Audiences 
sense this and cease looking to the dramatic stage· for 
profound experiences. 9 
16 
---------- ·-- -· -··-· 
There is also great division in what academics, actors and 
audiences perceive as being 'good Shakespeare'. Some audiences 
respond most favourably to a very physical and visual 
interpretation, others prefer a simple design and a focus on the 
clarity of the text delivery. While judging a performance based on 
the quality of the verse speaking may seem a precise measure, 
that judgement too is quite subjective, as Hall notes: 
I have done many productions of Shakespeare where the 
verse speaking has been highly praised by some critics and 
roundly condemned by others. Someone must have been 
wrong. The reason for these contradictions is that there are no 
accepted standards of verse speaking and not much 
agreement on the old rhetorical forms. Some like emotional 
Shakespeare which is almost sung; some don't. Those who . 
like the singing often think it is poetic. I like wit and restraint, 
and I believe Shakespeare liked them too. 10 
Hall then goes on to quote Hamlet's instructions to the players, the . 
only authentic yardstick we have for identifyir1g how Shakespeare· 
.• . ' 
wanted his text to be delivered; authentic, that is, if you assJJme 
that Hamlet speaks for the Bard himself. 
Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounced it to you, 
trippingly on the tongue; but if you mouth it, as many of our 
players do, I had as lief the town-crier spoke my lines. Nor do 
not saw the air too much V\·ith your hand, thus, but use all 
gently; for in the very torrent, tempest, and, as I may say, 
the whirlwind of passion, you must acquire and beget a 
temperance that may give it smoothness. 0, it offends me to 
the soul to hear a robustious periwig-pated fellow tear a 
passion to tatters, to very rags, to split the ears of the 
groundlings, who for the most part are capable of nothing but 
inexplicable dumbshows and noise ... Be not too tame neither, 
but let your own discretion be your tutor. Suit the action to 
the word, the word to the action; with this special observance, 
o•erstep not the modesty of nature; for any-thing so o'erdone 
is from the purpose of playing, whose end, both at the first 
and now, was and is to hold, as •twere, the mirror up to 
17 
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nature; to show virtue her own feature, scorn her own image, 
and the very age and body of the time his form and 
pressure.11 · 
This speech, from Hamlet 111.2, presents a broad indication of the 
preferred qualities of Elizabethan acting and vocal delivery but 
little practical guidance for the speaking of verse. The modern 
audience's reception of Shakespeare is shaped by a multitude of 
influences, some of which I've already mentioned. The nature of 
those influences and the tactics theatre companies use to engage 
With audiences who are often better disposed to visual rather than : 
aural entertainment is not the primary focus of this thesis, except 
as it pertains to the training actor's experience of Shakespeare on 
stage. 
Of the participants in the verse workshop in 2007, a number spoke 
of the impact of seeing the British all-male Shakespeare theatre 
company Propeller present their interpretations of Twelfth Night 
and The Taming of the Shrew at the Perth International Arts 
Festival (PIAF). There was a unanimous positive response and a 
strong reaction to the shows; an agreement that the productions 
had. been successful and that the text work was highly skilled. The 
difficulty in reproducing Propeller's success is that 'success' seems 
to be achieved, from an audience's perspective, when the form of 
the verse is integral to the delivery but imperceptible to the 
listener. One comment from a student was that she had 'loved 
their ease' with the text. To my e; ~r the verse work was delivered 
with consideration and skill. It was extremely clear and achieved 
just the right balance of form and function. As Hall notes, 'If 
Shakespeare's form is observed, an audience is still held; if it is 
. 




quickly. '12 The .- student hadn't noticed the verse form at all; her 
satlsfaction .. tvas· i"l trae ease with which she had understood the 
text. 
. . 
Edward Hall, · director of Propeller and the two PIAF shows, writes 
of his company's objectives in his programme notes: 
Propeller is an all male Shakespeare company that mixes a 
rigorous approach to the text with a modern 'physical 
aesthetic. We look for as many ways as possible to inform the 
physical life of the production with the po·etry of the text, a.nd 
we give as much control as possible to the actor in the telling 
of the story ... We want to rediscover Shakespeare simply by 
doing the plays as we believe they should be done: with great 
clarity, speed and full of as much imagination in the staging 
as possible. We don't want to make the plays 'accessible', as 
this implies that they need 'dumbing down' in order to be 
understood, which they don't.13 
When I read these notes in February of 2007, they articulated the 
approach I had attempted to take with a production of The 
Winter's Tale at WAAPA the previous October. Although I was 
aware that my own training, aesthetics and predisposition towards 
the aural over the visual makes me particularly inclined towards 
the auditory experience of a play, I felt sure that the way to 
improve an actor's and an audience's experience of Shakespeare 
was not merely to provide visual compensation for the difficulty of 
having to suffer through the Elizabethan language. As Edward Hall 
says, the plays and the training don't need 'dumbing down'. 
My aim, through this work with training actors and a focus on the 
clarity of the verse, was similar to the philosophy of the Propeller 
company: to develop actors who have the skill, imagination, 
empathy and energy to unlock the full dramatic potential of 
Shakespeare's words; to redefine for these young actors their 
19 
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. relationship with Shakespeare's verse and in so doing, make them 
stronger, more professional, more autonomous actors overall. 
Through this work on Shakespeare my aim was to improve the 
. work of the actors in any production. A course graduate and 
participant in the verse workshop commented on t~e qualities of a 
successful production: 
... a real and connected ensemble of actors, who are keenly 
aware of what they are sayingi to whom, and why, who are 
passionate and clear and don't cloud the text with 
unnecessary gimmicks.14 
While this actor was speaking about Shakespeare productions, I 
believe the same applies to any genre and these comments, 
together with those of Edward Hall, identify the principles that 
form the basis of my work with the training actors at WAAPA: 




Shakespeare in Class Work 
. . 
The classes I conducted . with the first· and second year actors at 
.WAAPA were a mixture of planned exercises and spontaneous new 
work inspired by where the actors took any particular idea or text. 
Before describing the process undertaken to work with these 
actors, I would like to acknowledge that all of my work is a product 
of the influence that my own teachers have had both directly and 
indirectly on my approach to acting, voice and verse. In the ten 
. years I have been teaching, some of the exercises taught to me by 
. . 
people like David Carey, Cicely Berry and Patsy Rodenburg have 
morphed somewhat from their original form, and these teachers 
are themselves custodians for both original and derivative work. 
. . 
_The work of Cicely Berry and John Barton, in particular, forms the 
foundation of the work I do on Shakespeare's text. 
·.John Barton 
An academic, actor and director who has worked at the Roy_al 
. Shakespeare Company (RSC) for more than forty years, John 
Barton releas_ed a televised program in 1983 caUed Playing · 
. . 
Shakespeare, surveying a series of workshops undertaken with . 
· members· of the RSC acting ensemble of the day. The transcript of 
the series was later released in book form and t_he workshops, 
whether viewed or read, have had a significa_nt influence ·on the 
work of many voice coaches, directors and actors in the twenty-
five years since. Barton begins with a discussion of the differences ·. 
between Elizabethan and modern acting traditions and acts as both 
teacher and moderator to the formidable acting ensemble who 
offer their opinions, some clearly scripted,· some seemingly · 
21 
impromptu and occasionally disr>enting, as well as working through 
scenes for the illustration and rJiscussion of various points. Barton 
is eloquent, knowledgeable ~nd clearly respected by the actors, 
whose ranks include Judi Dench, Peggy Ashcroft, Sheila Hancock, 
Ian McKellen, Ben Kingsley, Patrick Stewart and Donald Sinden. I 
encourage all the second year actors to view the programs and the 
students who do watch the series all develop greater 
understanding and appreciation of the work, along with a sense 
that they are continuing a tradition of fine storytelling. Barton 
takes his audience, both professional and amateur, through a 
thorough approach to working a. Shakespearean text, appearing 
not dogmatic or elitist, but simply passionate and knowledgeable. 
Barton's educational approach might be seen as being an attempt,. 
through careful scrutiny of the verse, to amplify the expression of 
the actor's own instinctive reactions to the text. He lends an 
occasional guiding hand to lead an actor closer to the sense of the 
piece, as revealed by the writing, without the impression of a 
prescriptive interpretation. It is a fine line to draw at times: 
encouraging . the actor's impulsive responses while shepherding 
them closer to what Barton obviously considers to be a more 
correct reading of a line. 
Cicely Berry 
Cicely Berry has been the Voice Director of the RSC ~ince 1969 and 
her approach to voice training and text work forms an. integral part 
of the contemporary approach to text taken by most voice coaches 
working professionally in Britain, Australia and the United States. 
Berry's approach is to elicit a response to words through a physical 
and aural exploration of their emotional resonance and meaning. 
22 
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While Berry herself is a strongly political person with a clear 
philosophy about voice and verse work, my experience of her work 
with actors is that she takes a gentle coaching role, seldom giving . 
an actor a reading of a line, instead encouraging the individual's 
own emotional and imaginative responses to the text. Given her 
expertise as a voice coach, not just a verse teacher, her exercises 
are often designed to further the vocal development of the actor as 
a whole performer, not just the formation of a better verse 
speaker. Perhaps because the participants in her workshops have 
included people with limited exposure to heightened text, whether 
they be young actors just joining the RSC ensemble or members of 
the wider community, some of her work is very basic in Its focus 
and can be very useful in making every student in a class feel that 
the work is within their capabilities, regardless of their background. 
An exercise like vocally highlighting all the nouns or verbs in a text 
can remind students of the basic structure of language in a 
physical and vocal way. By getting actors to just speak the 
consonant sounds or the vowels in a verse line, actors can begin to 
develop both their oral and aural appreciation of the language. As 
eerry says, 'the muscularity of the language releases the activity 
of the thought. '15 
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Classes at WAAPA 
The linguistic and imaginative tools that student actors bring to 
their Shakespeare work vary considerably across the class group. 
Some students have completed an undergraduate degreta in 
literature or drama before undertaking the course at WAAPA and · 
have a strong level of confidence with heightened text and verse; 
some students have only recently fin!shed high school and may not 
·have eJ1gaged with text outside of a secondary· English class. All . 
too often the students are confused about the basics of 
punctuation and grammar. They have, r:ompared to. ~n Elizabethan 
actor, a fairly limited vocabulary, and they experience, in mosf 
cases, trepida~ion or even open hostility to Shakespea~ean text. 
. . 
Gathering all the corners of the fabric to enable ever'/ st~dent in 
the class to achieve a high level of confidence with Shake~pearean 
verse by the end of second year requires a broad arsenal and a 
flexible approach. 
Fear and Infamy - Shakespeare in a Passive 
Classroom 
My first experience of Shakespeare in secondary school was sitting 
passively in a classroom reading through Macbeth with frequent 
stops for explanation or correction of pronunciation by our 
moderately engaged English teacher. Few students at any level of 
education have natural sight-reading ability and so both what was 
seen on the page and what was heard. in the room, seemed 
antiquated and impenetrable and shudderingly tedious. I saw ... a 
Queensland Theatre Company production of Romeo and Juliet in 
my final year and performed in our school production of.A 
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Midsummer Night's Dream. Additionally, a Theatre in Education 
troupe, who performed excerpts from a number of the most 
popular plays, visited our school, generating a lasting impression 
of the power of aurality. Through these live experiences of the . 
text, the words, embodied on stage, finally began to have meaning 
and attraction. Some of the actors at WAAPA have never seen 
Shakespeare performed live, let alone heard it spoken well. For . 
these students, there is usually, at the very least, wariness at 
'tacl<ling Shakespeare.' Inspired by the work of Barton and Berry 
and my voice teacher at The Central School of Speech and Drama, 
David Carey, I begin exposing the students to the text with little 
sense of occasion and something of a 'softly softly' approach. As . 
one of the actors in the verse workshop said: 
· I think most of the challenges are mental to begin with. Once 
an actor abandons the notion that Shakespeare is too compl_ex 
to understand and portray, half the mental battle is won. 16 
First Year Verse Work 
The students' curriculum with Shakespeare begins in first year with 
the use of sonnets as the exercise text for practical voice work. · 
They are given four sonnets to memorise and use within their one-
hour warm-up classes with the first being Sonnet 29, 'When in 
disgrace with fortune and men's eyes'. When I first arrived at 
WAAPA in 2003, I was discouraged from working on Shakespeare 
in first year, the prevailing attitude being that it was more 
appropriate to wait until the actors were in their second year and 
had greater skill with text. During the feedback discussion after the 
wo~kshop in Sydney there was a difference of opinion between 
those who agreed with this policy, saying that there was so much 






that the addition of Shakespeare was unnecessarily burdensome, 
and those whose opinion was that the introduction of verse work, 
especially through sonnets or some other form that was 
independent of dramatic performance, could establish a valuable 
foundation, however rudimentary, for second-year work on 
dramatic monologues and productions . 
Since the introduction of son,nets to first year (2006) there has 
been no feedback from the _students to indicate that they feel the 
text is beyond their capabiHty. One actor in the Sydney workshop, 
. . 
' I 
who had gone through th~- course when Shakespeare was reserved 
. . 
for second-year, felt that. the work on Shakespeare was withheld 
because the first year actors weren't deemed ready for it, which · 
simply added to the feeling of intimidation many students feel 
when dealing with Eliz.abethan verse in a professional context for 
the first time . 
I 
I intentionally keep_ the -sonnet work in fi.-st year as an unassessed 
component of the unit, instead incorporating it as a working tool . 
for the other vocal and physical skills being developed in first year. 
-
My intention is to keep the verse work at that point in the course 
. . 
from being something that a student feels is judged as either 
'right' or 'wrong'. 
When introducing the students to the sonnets, I cover a few of the 
basic structural qualities of Shakespeare's verse, beginning with 
the Elizabethan format of three quatrains followed by a rhyming 
couplet. We discuss and work practically on the dramatic shaping 
that this structure gives to the verse: each new quatrain brings a 
shift in thought and the couplet provides an explanation, · 
conclusion, or dramatic twist. I als_o begin to introduce the idea, a 
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. foundation of all my verse work with the actors, that 
Shakespeare's text was never meant to be intimidating or difficult 
for an actor to engage with and that everything s/he needs to 
know about how to speak the verse is on the page. 
Sonnet 29 is used first to practically explore this idea. It is an 
unusual Elizabethan poem in that the whole sonnet forms one 
. single sentence and, whereas in some sonnets a new quatrain will 
introduce an entirely new idea, here the quatrains help shape the 
speaker's one overall thought (see below). Young actors are often 
challenged by the extended thoughts that are found more 
frequently in heightened text like Elizabethan and Jacobean, 
Restoration or Victorian writers than in contemporary writers like 
David Mamet, Sam Shepard or David Williamson. Like students of 
singing working on an extended musical phrase, the actors often 
ask, 'Where do I breathe?' This question begins the introductory 
discussion of iambic pentameter and is the first time I give the 
actors a phrase that I repeat throughout their training: 'Ends of 
lines'. 
Ends of Lines 
The Australian accent, when not ending on the frequently maligned 
rising inflection, often ends a phrase or sentence with less energy 
than the speaker had used to begin the thought. Rising inflection 
at the ends of lines is seldom habitual for the actors with whom I 
work; however dropping off vocal energy at the ends of the text · 
. fines is a positive plague. It is a significant vocal issue within all 
text work, regardless of genre: it makes text feel under-energised 
and slow, and makes the performance less dynamic and detailed. 
It is a particular problem in Shakespeare because of the way the 
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verse is phrased. ·· I ask the actors. to read the first word of every 
line of Sonnet 29 - that is the words on the left hand side of the 
page. When m·onosyllabic, these words are often Q.ranimatically 
weak within the sense of the line and, if· the line begins with an 
iambic foot, weakened further in the vocal delivery. Then I ask 
. them to read the last word of every line down the right hand side 
of the page and compare the information and detail available from 
the first words, as opposed to the ends of lines. 
Sonnet 29 
When in disgrace with fortune and men's eyes 15 Quatrain 
I all. alone beweep my outcast state, 
And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries, 
And look u on m self and curse m fate 
Wishing me like to one more rich in hope, 2" Quatrain . 
Featured like him, like him with friends possessed, 
Desiring this man's art, and that man's scope, 
With what I most en·o contented least· 
Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising, 3r Quatrain . 
Haply I think on thee, and then my state, 
Like to the lark at break of day arising . 
From sullen earth sin s h mns at heaven's ate· 
For thy SV\'eet love remembered such wealth brings Couplet · 
·That then I scorn to chan state with kin s'. 
The students immediately observe that the ends of line~ are 
weightier and more informative than the first words of the lines 
and, through speaking and hearing each other work the text, they 
can better understand the importance of vocally supporting those 
words. This focus on ends of lines is a fundamental part of my 
practical work on verse with the. actors and that first exercise of 
reading ends of lines down the page can orient an actor in their 
initial exploration of any verse and give them interpretive guidance 
for almost any monologue in any play. Students frequently 
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comment that the text as a whole is easier to comprehend once 
the ends of lines give them an idea of the shaping of the piece. 
On this point, here is an example from Henry VI, Part 3 that I use 
in the second-year classes. The punctuation on the end of the line 
is also very informative: 
Enforced thee I art thou king, and wilt be forced? 
I shame to hear thee speak. Ah, timorous wretch I 
Thou hast undone thyself, thy son and me; 
And given unto the house of York such head 
As thou shalt reign but by their sufferance. 
To entail him and his heirs unto the crown, 
What is it, but to make thy sepulchre 
And creep into it far before thy time? 
Warwick is chancellor and the lord of Calais; 
Stem Falconbridge commands the narrow seas, 
The duke is made protector of the realm, 
And yet shalt thou be safe? such safety finds 
The trembling larnb environed with wolves. 
Had I been there, which am a silly woman, 
The soldiers should have toss'd me on their pikes 
Before I would h·ave grante,:J to that act. . 
But thou preferr'st thy life before thine honour;. 
And seeing thou dost, I here divorce myself 
Both from thy table, Henry, and thy bed, 
Until that act of parliament be repeal'd 




Iambic pentameter is the term that students, audiences and actors 
most frequently quote when asked about Shakespeare's verse, and 
for the training actors who lack enthusiasm when beginning this 
work, it is a phrase of little meaning and less practical use. I begin, 
even in the very first week of classes on the sonnets, to explore 
' 
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the verse form of iambic pentameter as a practical more than 
academic exercise. 
In a culture dominated by the four beat musical rhythm, five 
strong stresses to a line feels unusual, but as Cicely Berry and 
Patsy Rodenburg, among others, have commented, it is the one 
most lik·~ our natural speech rhythm. As Peter Hall writes, 'That is 
why Shakespeare wrote in iambic pentameters; he didn't want to 
be 'poetic', he wanted to be understood.'19 The students beat out 
the rhythm and explore it on text, feeling the confidence and 
clarity of a line of regular or blank verse.~ 
And .l and 2 and 3 and 4 and 5 
And 1 and 2 and 3 and 4 and 5 
When I do COUNT The CLOCK that TELLS the TIME · 
(Sonnet 12) 
Or with multi-syllable words 
·MY LOVE is AS A FE- ver, LQNG- ing STILL 
. : 
(Sonnet 147) 
Sonnet 29 also presents the opportunity for the students to see 
. that the breaking of a verse line is a deliberate choice by the 
writer. Students explore the different stresses-suggested by the 
writer where_ the line is irregular and are encouraged to . use their 
common sense when trying to feel whether a line. adheres to, .or 
breaks from a regular iambic line. It doesn't take long for the 
• 'Regular' refers to a Jlne. that is entirely iambic. 'Blank' refers to a line of 




actors to realise . that wittl this particular sonnet, the very first foot 
is not necessarily iambic~ 
. 
When In disgrace with Fortune and men's eyes 
Or it may be more like: 
When in Disgrace with For- tune and men's eyes 
Thus the line is pentameter without being iambic throughout. 
These other kinds of verse 'feet' - spondf!e, anapest, dactylic and 
so on ·- are something I introduce in poetry class in second year 
when we return to sonnet work, however over the years I have 
found that these terms are generally not retained by most of the 
acting students, and that time is better spent experiencing the 
different feet vocally and physically, rather than through extended 
discussion. This flexibility within the verse structure sits well with 
some students: like the difference between playing classical music 
and jazz, there can be greater meaning found in variations on the 
form. In the words of George T. Wright: 
On the stage, verse language must establish and confirm an 
. aural pattern based on beats, though it may depart from the 
pattern in detail or briefly, for melodious variation or for 
expressive effect. 20 
Other students begin to panic if there is not a more dogmatic rule · 
to follow, so the class naturally begins to divide into various levels 
of experience and speed of learning. Just as it is important to 
encourage those who hold onto the iambic too rigidly to find the 
flexibility built into the writing, I often find the more advanced 
students need to be reminded to go back to the iambic pentameter 




ve.rse that it loses integrity from the listener's perspective. For all 
students, my emphasis comes back to the informa.tion to be 
gleaned from examining ends of lines. It is easy for E!very student 
to count out ten syllables in a line and notice any deviation from 
that norm. For example: 
,. 
With what I most en- Joy con- ten- ted least 
! ' 
.. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 . 7 8 9 10 
And then 
Yet • 1n these thoughts My- self AI- most de- spf- sing 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 ? 
It is not difficult for the student to then appreciate that a word like 
'despising', which is so full of emotion, could spill over the end of 
the thought, as though too big to contain within regular, controlled 
verse. This basic idea, felt in the body and the voice as Berry 
encourages, as well as seen on the page and marked as Barton 
suggests, becomes another key tool for the actors when trying to 
understand a character's emotional state: a controlled mind Viill 
express itself in controlled verse; a fevered mind cannot be 
contained within a regular line. The degree of verse irregularity is 
proportionate to the degree of emotional control, and the moments 
· when a character does return to regular, blank verse become all 
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_ Within first year, a physical and vocal understanding of iambic 
.. 
pentameter begins to illuminate some of the differences between 
j ' 
Elizabethan pronunciation and modern speech. There are times · 
. when what initially scans as a nine-syllable line simply is a nine-
syllable line, however it is far more often a ten-syllable line 
requiring greater examination. Similarly, not all eleven-syllable 
lines are as they seem. Sonnet 147 is the second sonnet explored 
by the first-year actors and it contains the following line: 
The uncertain, sickly appetite to please 
To try to wrangle this line into regular iambic pentameter causes 
the delivery to defy all sense, until the actor realises that the first 
syllable is not 'The' but 'Th'un' as in: 
Th' uncert- ain sick- ly ap- petite to'please _ 
. i 
Conversely, the third sonnet first-year actors ~xplore, Sonnet 17,---
contains the line:-
Though yet heaven knows it is but as a tomb 
Here 'heaven' must be condensed into one syllable, as frequently 
happens in Shakespeare. It is often difficult for the students to pick 
which word needs to be either expanded or elided, given little 
previous aural exposure to the idea, but as they explore more of 
the text, they become much more adept at picking the Elizabethan 
phrasing of the line as Shakespeare probably intended it. The 
easiest examples for the actors to pick up is when a word like 
'remembered' should be pronounced 'remember-ed' with four 
syllables, and often editors are helpful in scoring this on the page.· 
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After examining the text for these verse options and in . 
consideration of the rhythm of the line, the actor might ultimately 
decide on a regular pronunciation that is unchanged by meter but 
affected by rhythm. For example, the verse might suggest that the 
word 'ocean' should be given three syllables, as in the_line, 'Swill'd 
with the wild and wasteful ocean' from Henry V (III, 3). The actor 
might choose to give greater duration to the initial vowel in 'ocean' . 
to keep the rhythm of the line without observing the likely 
·Elizabethan meter. There are always options but the decisions 
should be informed by an examination of the meter: there is a 
reason a character speaks in verse rather than prose. 
The final note about iambic pentameter that I give first year actors 
is a reminder that a line may have five strong beats but they won't 
be equally strong. Although vocal expression of the iambic is 
important, an actor loses the sense of the text and sounds like a 
metronome if they stress every strong beat equally. 
Antithesis, simile, metaphor, a.lliteration and assonance are also 
discussed in .first year as part of the actors' work on sonnets as 
well as in their other text work. In each case, my emphasis is on 
feeling the physical and auditory effect of the words themselves. I 
encourage the students to get the text off the page and into their 
bodies in order to feel a more integrated · connection between 
thought, breath, voice, body and listener. My focus is always on 
the trainin_g of the students as actors, not just as students of voice 
or verse. 
Second Year Verse Work 
Up until 2007, the initial practical voice classes in second year 
were devoted to all the introductory .work on verse covered above. 
34 
For 2007 and 2008, having shifted .that introductory work into the 
· first year, second year work began with revision of the verse tools 
already learned through the work on sonnets, and the practical 
application of these tools to a wider variety of text. I had two voice 
classes per week with the actors in their second year, the first 
being a practical voice class that rar1 for an hour and twenty 
. minutes, and a fifty-minute class specifically focussed on poetry. 
The poetry classes began with the students applying the ·verse 
tools learned in first year to their own choice of Shakespearean 
sonnet. At the same time, they applied those tools to dramatic . 
monologues in the practical voice classes. In preparation for 
second year, the students were required to memorise a lengthy 
Chorus monologue from Henry V, ('Now entertain conjecture of a 
time'). Some students found it difficult to get the text off the page 
and into the body before any discussion of the plot or the 
characterisation but what was consistE'nt across all groups who 
completed this exercise was that the students who had developed 
. a more physical understanding of the iambic and kept that iambic 
rhythm running within the text after it had been lifted from the 
page and who were .stronger in supporting their ends of lines, were 
ab_le to recall more of the text more quickly. Students learned to 
trust the iambic in recalling lines and to feel that. if the verse 
suddenly broke, jarring t _he rhythm for both speaker and listener, 
chances were that the iine was being misremembered and needed · 
·revision. 
·Henry V 
This particular speech, which begins Act 3, is reasonably regular, 
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and imaginative tools and lends itself well to a variety of physical 
exercises. Something as simple as skipping the line and landing 
with both feet on the final syllable is a fairly rudimentary physical · 
exercise, but it vividly illustrates for the actor when the iambic is 
usurped. Reading the left hand side of the page and then the right 
is another dependable way to begin to unlock the verse and 
therefore indicate the clearest way of delivering the story for the · 
audience. I attempted to include exercises that were ~ffective for 
every student regardless of their particular favoured mode of 
learning. Those students most receptive to learning a text 
kinaesthetically could feel the meter through the action of skipping 
. 
or one of the other physical exercises; the auditory learners could 
hear the beat as they worked it vocally or drummed the rhythm on 
the floor; the visual students could see that a line which begins 
with a word rike 'Fire' was probably going to be a trochaic foot and 
could score the tt:!xt in ways that helped them retain their 
discoveries. In each case,· 'learning the text' was about more than 
simply memorising a sequence of words: the actors also needed to 
map the dynamics of the thought patterns and the shifting internal 
state of the character as illustrated in the verse. This Chorus text 
is sufficiently complex and vocally challenging to stretch a training 
actor of any ability and the feedback I received from the students 
was that, even though for some students it was the first time they 
had had to memorise an extended piece of Shakespeare's verse, 
this text was challenging but also manageable. 
My aim in working a piece like this, as with all of the work in 
poetry class, is to begin to whet the st~dents' appetite for what 
Joh·n Barton calls 'verbal relish'21 : to take physical pleasure in 
language, in both its production and its reception; to become 
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greedy to discover and communicate the full vocal and imaginative 
richness of a text. Unes like 'That the fixed sentinels almost 
receive/ The secret whispers of each other's watch' became a 
richer and more rewarding experience for both speaker and 
listener when mined f!>r their onomatopoetic value rather than just 
their expositional sense and I get the student3 to whisper texts to 
illustrate what the mouth moving through the words could tell the 
actor that the eye passing over the page could not. This objective 
is supported through the more physically demanding vocal work in 
second year, which I refer to as 'dynamic voice'. The students 
explore much more physically, imaginatively and vocally 
challenging exercises and texts in all of their classes, whether 
voice, movement or acting and this exposure to a broad range of 
contexts influences the students' progression In voice. It can also 
lead to some confusion about differences of approach, as I will 
discuss later. 
I also attempt to develop the students' ability to hear the meter 
both internally, like a heartbeat, and externally as the actor 
connects the rhythm of the dynamic communication of the line to 
the audience. The regular rhythm of the first two lines below, when 
matched by an equal investment in the imagery, are very 
physically and vocally inviting to the playful actor and makes the 
caesura in the third line of this section all the more arresting: 
And chide the cripple tardy-gaited night 
Who like a foul and ugly witch doth limp 
So tediously away. The poor condemned English, 
(IV.0)22 
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Concepts like enjambment and caesura become more meaningful 
when the actors can feel, h~ar and see their dramatic purpose as 
the Chorus moves the attention of the audience from 'The 
confident and over-lusty French', who even in their namir.g are 
given a regular line, to 'The poor condemned English'. 
Richard III and Queen Margaret 
The monologues I give to the students vary between class groups 
depending on the average strength of the ensemble. My airJ:l is to 
extend the abilities of every student, not just those more adept at 
handling heightened text. The opening monologue of Richard III is 
useful for exploring antithesis, assonance and alliteration. 
Now is the winter of our discontent 
Made glorious Sutnmer by thiS Sun of York; 
And all the clouds that lour'd upon our house 
In the deep bosom of the ocean buried. 
(1.1) 
Students often judge the first verse foot to be trochaic, even if . 
they don't use that word, with a sense of the words grabbing the 
audience's attention before the establishment of an iambic pattern. 
They can feel that 'glorious' needs to be two syllables to maintain 
the regularity of the verse, that the fourth line is irregular with a 
weak ending, and some can even anticipate the pronunciation of 
'lour'd' given the assonance in the rest of the line. As an 
introduction to antithesis, I designate one wall of the rehearsal 
room as the place for. light or positive thoughts and the opposite 
wall for dark or negative thoughts with the students moving 
between the two to feel the antithetical shifts. This is a seemingly 
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easy task for these first thoughts: winter is negative, summer is 
positive; louring clouds are negative and burying them seems 
positive. For the more perceptive in the class, the fourth line is 
ambiguous in its intent: if burying the dark clouds is a positive . 
thing, why should the line break? Questions like 'What is 
Shakespeare indicating?' are more imaginatively, more 
dramatically, and just as helpfully expressed as 'What is the 
character hiding?' In this way, what might have felt like academic 
and alien concepts become more tangibly dramatic in their uses 
and consequences. When the students feel that an exercise is 
directly developing their acting skills, they are naturally more 
engaged. 
The next monologue the class explores reinforces the idea that 
when the blood of the character changes temperature, the verse 
changes too and that the writer's changes are intentional and 
instructive. I remind the students the Shakespeare himself was an 
actor and, in a world of rapid rehearsal, cue scripts and no 
directors, all that the writer needed the reasonably capable actor 
to know was incorporated into the text. Without any discussion of 
the complicated plot of the War of the Roses (the History plays 
that include Henry IV, Parts 1 and 2, Henry V, Henry VI, Parts 1, 2 
and 3 and Richard III) the students explore the Queen Margaret 
"Enforc'd thee" speech included earlier. Even more so than the 
· Richard III speech, this text is as regular as the average sonnet, so 
when the verse line shifts, the dramatic effect is palpable. From 
' 
this reasonably regular text of Richard Gloucester and Queen 
Margaret, the students can then explore the more emotionally 
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Here· is a character whose thoughts are so fast and so fevered that 
' . 
' 
he frequently breaks the verse line. Students explore these 
. patterns using one of his monolog~es which begins: 
0, that this too too solid flesh would melt 
Thaw and resolve itself into a dew! 
Or that the Everlasting had not fix'd 
His canon 'gainst self-slaughter! 0 God f. God I 
How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable, 
Seems to me all the uses of this world I 
(1.2)23 
It presents greater variation in the verse line for the actors to 
explore than previous pieces and compels them to engage in 
heightened emotional states while still maintaining the integrity of 
clear text. As well as the dramatic and technical challenges of the 
piece, this monologue provides a good opportunity to discuss the 
changes in the text that have occurred since the publication of the 
First Folio in 1623. In considerations of enjambment, caesura and 
end-stopped lines, it is necessary to include a discussion of 
punctuation. Therein, I introduce an exercise in which the students 
_ are asked to change direction with every change of thought, 
facilitated by careful observation of the pronunciation. While the 
theme so far with the text work has been to trust what was on the 
page, it has to be recognised that there have been man·y changes, 
. . 
some subtle, some profound, to the text in the last four hundred · 
· years. As I discuss with the students while looking at punctuation, 
some of those changes are intended to benefit a literary rather 
than an actor's experience of Shakespeare's text and at times they 




Hamlet is a text which varies significantly across the various 
published editiors and, with many actors accessing Shakespeare's 
. text through the internet, it is not unusual for an actor to be 
working from a copy where editing and copying mistakes change 
the accuracy of the text to the point of, at the '·-'ery least, changing 
the scansion of the li.ne, and sometimes changing meaning. For 
example, many versions of this Hamlet speech use 'sullied' for 
'solid' in the first line basing the choice on the Second Quarto's 
'sallied'24• When trying to instil in the students a trust in the 
instructions Shakespeare has left them in his verse, such 
alterations can present a challenge to that principle when the 
student cannot discern what elements of the text are actually 
authentic. Some actors, teachers and directors regard the 
published texts as sacrosanct with no cuts, revisions or alterations 
to be made. It doesn't take much investigation - and one needn't 
enter the passionate overall 'Shakespeare' authorship debate at all 
- to realise that authenticity is a relative concept with work that 
was never published by the author during his lifetime. Given that 
my training of the actors in all forms of text focuses on learning to 
hear the instructions of the writer, authenticity of Shakespe~re's 
words could be seen as a potential weakness. However, as Jay L. 
Halio writes, ' ... neither Shakespeare nor his colleagues regarded 
his scripts as beyond revision'25• I discussed this with David Carey, 
acting Head of Voice at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art in 
London and, while acknowledging the potential for inaccuracy 
inherent in the publication and editing process, he said that we 
have no OJ>tion but to 'trust the men who were there, steeped in 
the vocabulary and manner of the time'26 to capture Shakespeare's 








copies of the speech, one from the Arden Edition and, for the first 
time in my teaching, one that was from the Applause modern-type 
edition of the First Folio, the first section of which reads: 
Oh, that this too too solid Flesh would melt, 
Thaw and resolve it selfe into a Dew: 
. Or that the Everlasting had not fixt 
His Cannon 'gainst Selfe-slaughter. 0 God, 0 God! 
How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable 
Seemes to me all the uses of this world?27 
The differences are mostly subtle but worthy of consideration and 
the students responded quite favourably to the text, especially the 
. more phonetic spelling and the use of capitalisation which gives 
·visual highlight to some key words. I shall discuss use of the First 
· Folio text more thoroughly in the section on the verse workshop of 
2007. 
The authenticity question becomes more pertinent when looking at 
the text of Shakespeare's late plays. I shall examine the qualities 
of the verse that lead to this authenticity debate about the later . 
plays more extensively in the section on the production of The 
Winter's Tale. I include an example of this late verse here because, 
in the second-year classes, it introduces another variation for the 
students to examine. Paulina's speech from The Winter's Tale is 
even more challenging than Hamlet's in its stressing, use of .· 
enjambment and caesura and is a text which, like most of the 
dramatic monologues in the play, is much less weighted on ends of 
.: lines: 
· · . What studied torments, tyrant, hast for me? 
What wheels, racks, fires? What flaying, boiling 
. In leads or oils? what old or newer torture 
Must I receive, whose every word deserves 
To . taste of thy most worst? Thy tyranny 
• 




Together working with thy jealousies, 
Fancies too weak for boys, too green and idle 
For girls of nine - 0, think what they have done, 
And then run mad inde~d, stark mad; for all 
Thy by-gone fooleries were but spices of it. 
That thou betray'dst Polixenes, 'twas nothing; 
That did but show thee, of a fool, inconstant, 
And damnable ingrateful. Nor was't rriuch 
Thou wouldst have poison'd good Camillo's honour, 
To have him kill a king - poor trespasses, 
More monstrous standing by; whereof I reckon 
The casting forth to crows thy baby daughter 
To be or none or little, though a devil = 
I 
Would have shed water out of fire ere done't; 
Nor is't directly laid to thee, the deatl1 
Of the young Prince, whose honourable thoughts -
Thoughts high for one so tender - cleft the heart 
That could conceive a gross and foolish :;ire 
Blemish'd his gracious dam. This is not, no, 
Laid to thy answer; but the last - 0 lords, 
.. . ·. 
When I have said, cry, 'Woe!'- the Queen, the Queen, 
The sweet'st, dear'st creature's dead; and vengeance for't 
Not dropp'd down yet~ · 
(111.2)28 
I often work this text in conjunction with the Queen Margaret text, 
partly to allow the students to explore two strong female 
characters, and also to highlight the difference in verse structure 
between characters that are expressing controlled and uncontrolled 
passion. 
With each text, the students first begin by scanning the verse and 
noting any irregular lines. Those more adept at scansion can 
quickly deduce the probable form of the line from the final metric 
foot. To use Paulina's speech as an example, if the final word of 
· the line is 'reckon', common pronunciation of that word would have 
greater stress on the initial syllable, indicating that the line 
probably has an irregular or weak ending, as would the following 
two lines, 'daughter' and 'devil'. Immediately this suggests a 
43 
ch.aracter in a state of heightened emotion, which gives the 
perceptive actor a sense of the stakes of the scene. 
Passion and Poetry - Trying to build empathy and 
emotional intelligence · 
The comments by George Bernard Shaw that I quoted at the very 
beginning of the thesis highlight one of the most fundamental and 
challenging parts of working with heightened verse: the emotional 
vocabulary of the actor. While Shaw says, 'leave blank verse alone 
until you have experienced emotion deep enough to crave for 
poetic expression', drama school Is the only place most young 
actors can develop skills in working with verse and, while .it is 
beneficial in many ways for people entering acting training to have 
life experience that gives them a rich emotional vocabulary, it is 
also advantageous for an actor to gain industry experience as early 
as possible and so drama schools tend to take younger applicants 
into· training. Age is no definitive guide to emotional intelligence 
and empathy is a quality that people of any age can have in . . 
greater or lesser measures, but the ability to play a wide emotional 
range is a fundamental skill for an actor and a difficult thing to 
teach. Most teachers at a drarr•a school work on the actors 
achievirlg greater emotional investment in their character work as 
requir~d by a text and I give this particular focus in the poetry 
classes. In this age of indirect communication like text messages 
and online relationships, and with the popularity of cynical or 
deflective reactions to the feelings of love and passion, I attempt 
to expose the students to a wider range of political and emotional 
expressions, indeed to a wider range of emotions than they would 
· otherwise encounter in a typical day. Just as dancers can teach us 




something about the complex and contradictory emotional 
experience · of what it is to be human. 
Although my poetry sessions are extremely short and the students 
are often coming in to the classes with their thoughts still in transit 
from the previous or to the forthcoming classes, I try to help them 
develop the ability to submerge themselves in tt1e world of 
another; to be wholly shifted from themselves and the reality of 
fifty minutes in a class room in Perth, to where~·er the poet calls 
for them to go. Again, my focus is less on the experience of the 
text on the page than on the emotional and imaginative journey 
they could take by embodying the words and the thoughts. Ch:ely 
Berry's work is a great inspiration in this respect. 
Some students are initially even more resistant to working on 
poetry than working on Shakespeare's qramatic text and often for 
the same reasons although, at least with Shakespeare, it is 
obviously theatrical and an anticipated part of their train~ng. I am 
supportive but also quite demanding of the students' emotional 
investment in a text, increasingly so as the year progresses, and 
some actors are quite hesitant about letting themselves really 
invest in a character's emotional journey. This resistance to 
emotional layers ·of characterisation is as much the case for the .. 
students who are more intellectually confident with verse as it is 
for those students with limited previous exposure to heightened 
text. Nor are those who have experienced 'speech and drama' 
training ' in high school, eisteddfods and poetry competitions better 
. ' 
prepared for this particular kind of work. Studen~s with previous 
training in speaking poetry are prone to falling into a melodious 
'poetry voice' that, despite appearances, is only superficially , 
' . 
~ . 
connected to either the motivations of the writer or the needs of· ; : : 
'; \ 









the audience. Many of the actors express a fear of seeming 'over 
' 
the top' in their delivery. In class groups of only five or six, 
working on text that some considered a measure of their social, 
cultural or intellectual worth, actors can feel exposed. My focus is 
not as much on the actors themselves, their own egos and 
emotional history, as on serving the needs of the character in 
question. Although bold investment in the power of the language 
and the passion of the poet sometimes causes a strong emotional -
response In speaker and listener, I am very conscious of not 
making the sessions seem like personal therapy or emotional 'self-
indulgence', a phrase that was often listed among the actors' fears. 
We are there to work. We are there to serve the text. 
The curriculum exposes the students to a wide range of poetic 
styles from Elizabethan, Romantic and Victorian, nineteenth and 
twentieth-century Australian, American, British and Irish poets. 
The task for the actors with every writer from whatever age or 
genre is to attempt to recreate the moment of discovery; to 
imagine and be present and responsive to the speaking of these 
thoughts for the 'first' time and to include the audience in that 
moment. The connection to the audience is a particularfocus, 
designed to make the actors vocally and physically active rather 
than passive and reflective in tone or physicality. 
As I often remind the actors, to embody any scripted text is about 
imaginatively creating the right 'given circumstances', to use an 
acting term, in which what they have to say is the only thing they 
can say; when thought and expression meet. If a text like 'Being 
your slave what should I do but tend/ Upon the hour and times of 
your desire' (Sonnet 57) seemed 'over the top' or was 




imaginatively to create a need to speak those words. Regardless of 
their emotional background prior to the work, all of the actors 
progressed over the course of the classes and the response to the 
value of the work by year's end was gratifyingly positive. Some 
· actors made huge breakthroughs in their text work and I believe it 
made a significant contribution to their overall development as 
actors. 
Assessing Progress - The Verse and Speech 
Exercise 2007 
• 
In January of 2007, I travelled to London to attend a conference 
on Breath at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA) and over 
the two weeks following the conference, I was able to observe and 
participate in classes at RADA run by acting Head of Voice, David 
Carey. Some of these classes were focussed on the preparation of 
text for an assessment exercise that RADA have in the second year 
of their acting program, in which each actor presents a prepared 
poem and Elizabethan or Jacobean monologue. They also complete 
a sight-reading exercise that involves the actors delivering an 
Elizabethan monologue, having been given only ten minutes of 
preparation time. At RADA the assessment is presented in front of 
a full panel of teaching staff in one of their main theatres and is 
one of the most significant pieces of assessment in any unit of the 
course. I decided to trial this exercise in June of 2007 at WAAPA, 
having shifted Shakespearean sonnets into the first year of the 
course the year before. The cohort who would be coming into 
second year in 2007 had a greater average ability with text work 
than most classes I have taught and it seemed like an appropriate 
opportunity to attempt to lift the standard of verse work within the 
course. Students were informed in their first week of semester in 
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February of the date and nature of the assessment and then began 
looking for their own choices of text for the two prepared pieces. I 
approved these choices some weeks before the assessment, which 
took place in the penultimate week of semester, once the student 
had found two texts that were: 
• contrasting 
• addressed individual areas of focus within a student's work 
(for example a need for a particular student to play a high-
status character) 
• suitable in terms of the time limit set for the exercise, which 
was ten minutes per person for all three pieces. 
It was interesting that the final choices made by almost all 
· students were more challenging than the pieces I would have 
· given them myself. I then chose a sight-reading monologue for 
each student which I thought would give the best indication of the 
student's ability, without being so difficult as to be completely 
beyond their reach within the time allowed. With the stronger 
students I chose texts of greater verse irregularity and more 
complex thoughts than the students who were less experienced 
with verse work. To those students I gave pieces where the ends 
of lines gave a clear indication of plot and included rDOre blank 
verse. 
Sight Reading 
I collected the sight-reading texts back from the actors after their 
assessments to review what preparation techniques were evident 
visually on the page. The amount of scoring on the texts varied 
·considerably and was not always in direct correlation with the 
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clarity of the presentation: some actors scored their text 
thoroughly and then hardly referred to their ·page in the 
presentation, losing some of the detail and missing some of their 
own discoyeries; other students had fairly· basic scoring but 
extrapolated from their initial notes and found greater detail on the 
floor than they had on the page. Notably, the two students who 
had almost no scoring on the page were considerably weaker in 
their presentation. These were not the students who had been the 
weakest in class. The students who had had the least confidence 
and experience with Shakespeare at the start of the course were, 
without exception, the ones who scored the text most thoroughly 
and were all exl,·emely capable in handling the exercise. They all 
made notes about the meter, marking irregular lines and terminal 
punctuation, ends of lines and shifts of thought. Most noted 
alliteration, assonance, repetition and antithesis and some made 
further vocal .notes for themselves about connected speech and 
articulation. There was as much detail_ gleaned from the text in 
those ten minutes as some actors ever bother to look for over a 
four week rehearsal period and I was surprised by the amount the · 
students found in the time available and how much of. it was 
evident on the floor in presentation. 
Prepared Monologues 
· Each student presented a prepared monologue of their choosing in 
verse and the standard of these presentations was more 
predictable. The actors who had shown greater confidence and 
capability in class were generally the ones who performed better 
on the day, although the nervous energy of an assessment shifted 
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· · for worse. Performance energy gave some actors greater physical 
and therefore vocal tension and made some people less clear in 
their phrasing of the verse. It is quite com1non that actors start to 
rush their text when they .get nervous. Actors who incorporated a 
conscious control of breath placement and pace into their 
preparation of the text fared better in terms of the clarity and 
detail of the delivery than those who both in class and in the 
presentation were more inclined to launch themselves into 
unbridled passion, favouring emotion over the conscious attention 
to the structure of the verse for the audience. The habit some 
people have of heading into a disconnected 'Shakespearean' voice 
in performance was much Jess in evidence and generally the vocal 
work was extremely. good - better for being responsive and 
connected. As we had discussed in class since the first year, 
heightened text dc•es demand a level of vocal delivery that is more . 
dynamic, musical and powerful than casual speech, but it is 
important that the actor remain truthfully connected to the 
impetus for the thoughts, creating the need to speak. As with the 
poetry, this can be as much of a challenge for the more 
experienced verse speakers as it is for those new to vocal training 
and I make it clear to students that the aim of the extensive work 
they do on voice is not so that the audience will notice the vocal 
delivery at all, but so that the actors can become more dynamic 
and more expressive storytellers; to better serve the text. 
In 1998, as part of my studies at the Central School of Speech and 
• ' 
Drama, I had the honour of interviewing British actor Derek Jacobi 
and he related a discussion he had had many years before on this 




You have a very melodious voice, w~ich is verY nice, but you . 
. are in danger, if you play that melody too often, of putting 
your audience to sleep. I had the same problem: I had a very 
mellifluous voice and what I did, I used to go up, you know, to. 
the top of the cliffs and things and scream and shout in order ; 
to roughen the voice up; in order to make it a little more 
jagged, you know, so that fgeople did not fall asleep listening ·. 
to the beauty of the voice. 9 . 
·Ou_tcomes 
The overall standard of work in the assessment exercise exceeded 
my expectations. I had had concerns that some of the students 
would find the sight-reading task, something that even 
professional actors would find challenging, so difficult that those 
ten minutes of preparation on the sight-reading would impair the 
quality of the presentation of their prepared pieces. Without 
exception that was not the case. Som·e of the actors were 
extremely nervous about the showing but often more so before 
hand than during it and, for most of the students, the exercise of 
having to practically and methodically apply the verse tools to a 
wholly new text before presenting something prepared, made 
them more intellectually, imaginatively and physically present. 
Although I had observed the students working on the pieces in the 
weeks before the assessment, they had been given very little . 
guidance with the interpretation of the poems, and almost no help 
with the interpretation of the monologues. My aim was to see what 
th_e students had retained of the class work and could apply 
~utonomously. . 
Th~ verse and speech assessment demonstrated better physical 
- . 
' 
and vocal ownership of the heightened text than the students had 
shown at the start of the year. While the vocal abilities of the 





. . . 
group since the start of the course, here those .tools were engaged 
. . 
in serving the clarity of the text ·rather than in demonstrating vocal 
virtuosity. My aim is to provide extensive and specialized tools for 
· th·e actors to apply to verse work, but in performance the 
application of those skills should be so integrated into the 
performance as a whole that it is imperceptible to a general 
audience. Overall, the assessment was successful in achieving this 
.. 
. . . 
goal. 
On refleCtion, I consider the sight-reading exercise to be a better 
measure of how far the students had developed in the specific 
verse work of the course than the prepared monologue. It gave a 
clear measure of the skills the students had retained and could 
apply independently. Overall, the students' competence with 
heightened dramatic text and poetry had significantly improved 
after the first semester of dynamic vocal work on Shakespeare and 
I believe that shifting the sonnet work into first year contributed to 
this particular cohort showing greater skill with text mid-way 
through their course than had occurred in previous years. 
Drama School Challenges and Goals - What Falls 
Away 
A consistent challenge to the effectiveness of the .work I cover in 
second-year voice is the need for the students to. apply these tools 
.. 
in acting classes and performance, rather than just in an 
environment where they have the assistance of a voice coach. It 
has been a source of great frustration for me that the skills an 
actor is able to apply consistently in class work can be so 
inconsistent across other areas of the course. Even for a group like 






good, it is surprising how often training actors need to be 
· reminded by a voice coach to cover even basic text preparation 
work if their teacher or director doesn't incorporate this into the 
rehearsal schedule or discussion of a play .. 
In October of 2006, while the then secortd-year actors were in 
· rehearsal with me for The Winter's Tale, the third-year actors were 
rehearsing a production of A Midsummer Night's Dream. Feedback 
from that cast was that the director of that production focused on 
the visual aspects of the production and all but ignored the verse. 
Music was loudly played over some sections of text and, according 
to the actors working in a particular scene, when they expressed 
concern about being heard by the audience, the director stated 
that it was more important that they enter quickly and that he 
'didn't care about the text'. I didn't find the production as 
incomprehensible as I had feared, although A Midsummer Night's 
Dream is a play I know extremely well and any plot points that 
might have been confusing given the poor standard of vocal work 
were amply illustrated by visual gags. It was, however, frustrating 
to observe basic vocal and verse weaknesses that the actors were 
more than capable of addressing on their own, even when 
receiving little reward for their efforts from the director. The 
greatest challenge seems to be not teaching the skills, but 
teaching self-discipline - if such a thing can be taught. 
In the second year acting classes, students also work on 
Shakespeare scenes and I am perplexed by how compromised the 
clarity of the text is at times in performance, as the students aim 
for greater emotional connection. Utterly unbelievable was the 
mispronunciation of character names that should have been clearly 
indicated to the actors through the scansion of the verse lines. 
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Students who come for individual coaching during their preparation 
of the acting class work can incorporate good vocal technique into 
their scene work, but it does throw the efficacy of my teaching in 
doubt if the work is not retained. It was sobering to realise that a 
number of actors playing lead characters in recent Shakespeare 
plays at WAAPA had done limited scoring of the text itself. They 
worked well in classes, but somehow they seemed to be content to 
'wing it' or wait for the director to tell them what to do to unlock a 
text and create a character. 
Cicely Berry and Andrew Wade at the RSC both speak about many 
young actors' lack of vocal rigour and the popular attitude amongst 
younger generations that formal technique can erode natural talent 
and instincts. This opinicn may have lead to many voice teachers · 
shying away from the standards of technique and discipline that 
were demanded of actors of previous generations. Derek Jacobi 
spoke of the lack of professionalism he encountered on set: 
Ninety percent of the actors that come out are totally 
flummoxed. They can't do it at all. They have no energy. 
They have wildly inflated egos. Amazing confidence, when 
compared to the talent that they're showing, and the amount 
of effort that they're putting into it is totally disproportionate. 
You know, I look at them and I think, 'Say you auditioned for 
the RSC, you could never do it; you could never sustain a 
Henry the Fifth.' And I don't know where the next generation 
is coming from really. 30 
The deterioration of technique outside concentrated skills classes 
was a concern I attempted to address when given the opportunity 
to drive a rehearsal process as both teacher and director. In 2006 
I was invited to direct a full-length Shakespeare play with the 
second-year actors and I was able to observe more closely the 
transference of the verse work into performance. 
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Production Work .. The Winter's Tale 
Choosing and Casting the Play 
There are a number of criteria within a training school environment 
when choosing a play for production, most challenging being the 
need to serve actors as equitably as possible. In the case of the 
second-year actors for 2006, there were fifteen students to cast. It 
is notoriously difficult to find sufficient female roles to serve a 
year, particularly as there are usually more women than men in a 
class group, as with this ensemble: eight to sevef1. Plays are often 
rejected for their lack of sufficient female roles or for their 
perceived level of difficulty either for the actors or the audience. 
This usually leads to the same sm~!l group of plays being 
performed on a heavy rotation. A Midsummer Night's Dream and 
Macbeth are two plays I have probably seen more than all the 
other plays combined: as well as the reasonable number of female 
roles, the predominance of rhyming couplets in Midsummer makes · . 
the verse more accessible than some plays and Macbeth, in 
addition to its other attractions, is one of the shortest plays in the 
canon. 
While some teachers are very much against it, I have no 
reservations in cross casting a female actor to play a ma.le 
·Shakespearean character given the educational importance of 
working with superior verse. I find debates.against cross casting 
somewhat farcical given the Elizabethan all-male tradition, 
however I do recognise that giving any actor an opportunity to : 
work on characters more relevant to their probable industry 
casting is certainly a worthy point when looking for material. I was 
deeply reluctant to fall back to the drama schools' other potential 
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casting strategy~ splitting a role between actors. The opportunity 
to develop and perform a character throughout their dramatic arc 
is an invaluable experience for training actors. With these 
requirements in mind and given an opportunity to work verse with 
training actors through the direction of a full-length production, my 
thoughts · turned away from my usual preference for /-lam let or the 
Histories, and towards The Winter's Tale. 
My familiarity with The Winter's Tale came from my exposure to 
various monologues from the play over the years, most frequently 
Paulina's 'What studied torments, tyrant, hast for me' speech 
(111.2) and Hermione's 'Sir, spare your threats,/ The bug which you 
would fright me with, I seek' speech in the same scene, and from a 
collection of comments from friends and colleagues expressing 
affection for the play. Despite the universally favourable opinions I 
received about the play, most of the people I spoke to had rarely 
seen it performed. I had seen a production at The Barbican 
Theatre in London in 2001 by the Royal Shakespeare Company of 
which I could recall very little, save the impression that it seemed 
very long. Some people referred to it as one of Shakespeare's 
'problem plays' which, like Measure for Measure or Pericles, is a 
confusing sum of disparate parts and difficult for modern. 
audienc~s. The presence of such a long Elizabethan pastoral 
comedy section in The Winter's Tale was seen as a challenge, with 
· some people wantirlg to excise most of Bohemia from the play and 
just stay with the meatier plot of Leontes' mad jealousy. Certainly 
the Elizabethan bawdy co1nic parts would prove much more 
difficult to rehearse than the dramatic scenes, although I will not 
focus on that here, given that those scenes are predominantly in 
prose. From an educational perspective, The . Winter's .Tale is 
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certainly more challenging than, say, Romeo and Juliet or the 
rhyming couplets of A Midsummer Night's Dream in terms of its 
verse structure and I hoped. than in working on the most 
challenging kind of text, where the rules of the verse work are 
bent seemingly to breaking point, the company could learn more 
about the importance of well-prepared text work than they would 
have from scaling smaller peaks. Given the work I have done with 
students and graduate actors as part of my work fot this thesis, 
there are now other techniques that I could have introduced into 
rehearsal to better equip the cast for the amount of work they 
needed to complete in the time available, as I shall reflect on later, 
but I still think that The Winter's Tale was a good choice of play for 
that particular group. Most of the actors in the cast had significant 
amounts of text and the others were mostly compensated by the 
opportunity to play multiple character roles. The actors who played 
the principal roles expressed a feeling of both freedom and 
frustration in playing a role that had not been memorably mapped 
by a previous actor: this was undiscovered country for both the 
cast and the majority of the audience. 
The Romances 
The Winter's Tale is one of Shakespeare's late plays, falling into 
the tragicomedy category that Coleridge was the first to name as 
the Romances31 • Written at some unconfirmed point before the 
date of its first documented performance at The Globe on 15 May 
1611, possibly earlier that same year2, The Winter's Tale together 
with Cymbeline, Pericles and The Tempest share qualities that 
distinguish them from the rest of the canon. Themes of tragedy, 
separation, time and redemption are common in these plays and 
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the plots are more complicated than many of Shakespeare's earlier 
works, often involving shifts in time and place. In her article 
'Making and Breaking in Shakespeare's Romances' in the London 
Review of Books, Barbara Everett notes that: 
All four of these plays share the same kind of archaic story or 
myth or fable of a royal family, estranged and brought 
together, in a world either ancient or pastoral or both, and 
above all, fantastic, irrational. It is as if the action is now not 
of primary interest to the dramatist, except as a vehicle. 33 
Mike Alfreds, the director or 'Master of Play' for a 2001 production 
of Cymbeline at Shakespeare's Globe Theatre in London, writes in · 
his programme notes: 
Like Pericles, the play. it follows, and The Winter's Tale, the 
play it precedes, Cymbeline shows Shakespeare exploring a 
new genre, neither tragic nor comic, in which his characters 
·pass through painful and potentially tragic experiences to 
reach redemption and a happy ending ... Shakespeare is very p 
playful with form, structure, narrative and language ... It is 
fascinating and invigorating to see that towards the end of his 
working life Shakespeare was still making discoveries, 
exploring the potential of theatre. 34 
There are many conflicting views about the authorship of the 
works - a debate that has no practical value in the time-poor world 
of the rehearsal · room - and there are passionate, conflicting views 
too about the quality of the writing. Along with the plots, the verse · 
work within these later plays is also more fantastical and, for some 
critics, more ·irrational than the neat elegance of the playwright's. 
other work. The verse work of the Romances is universally noted 
for its difference in formality and form which some argue is an 
indication of collaboration With other writers. Other commentators -
condemn the text as being 'the work of a Shakespeare whose 
powers are failing'35 or hail it as being another part of the evolution 
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of the master playwright. Harold Bloom begins his discussion of · 
the play by writing: 'After the aesthetic self-wounding of 
Cymbeline, The Winter's Tale surges with Shakespeare's full 
power, though changed altogether from any of its earlier 
displays. '36 Everett writes that, compared with Pericles and 
. Cymbeline, The Winter's Tale and The Tempest 'have shed the 
shock and discordancy of their two predecessors; they have 
acquired an articulateness nearer the surface on the subjects of 
love and power, art and magic.'37 Frank Kermode believes that in 
The Winter's Tale: 
We have an instance of philosophical romance that called forth 
his extraordinary linguistic powers, exhibited in all their 
variety from the onset of Leontes's jealousy until the moment 
when the statue moves and speaks - in one of the boldest 
and most beautiful scenes in Shakespeare. 38 
Having coached actors working on all the Romance plays except 
Cymbeline, I have found that the text of The Winter's Tale shows a 
skilful use of the verse structure. Certainly it still feels crafted and 
deliberate, even if it seems so much more chaotic on the page and 
provocative in its use of verse form than earlier plays. 
For a verse analysis technique to maintain its integrity, it should be 
useful to the actor in every play reliably attributed to Shakespeare, 
yet there are passages in Pericles, for example, that, after 
considerable examination and effort from the training actor, pose 
unanswerable questions that leave one wondering if somewhere 
between writing, performance and publication, something got lost. 
Perhaps this gives some credence to the argument that this is a 
writer of diminishing skill, although, as with all the plays, these 
biographical correlaUons are dependant upon an acceptance of the 
attributed authorship of the text. It certainly can feel to a student 
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actor as though Shakespeare's guiding hand is less deliberate and 
dependable than in other work and his meaning more elusive, 
although Homer Swander counsels against a search for meaning at 
all: 
To think that one knows what a Shakespearean script "means" 
is to be profoundly deceived. For it is not the purpos·e of a 
script to "mean" but to create actions that will define a certain 
space and chosen silence, and thus bring into being theatrical 
experiences of signifying· quality, texture and shape:. It is 
worth saying that, in the deepest sense what the reader is 
looking for is the action that literally resides in the word, that 
is the word, the image, the syntax or the meter: the sounds 
and movements that constitute the only possible action. 39 
The Challenge of the Verse - Leontes as Example 
Critics often compare Leontes to his dramatic predecessor, Othello. 
Harold Bloom describes Leontes as 'an Othello who is his own 
Iago140 and certainly the verse of the jealous and increasingly 
enraged Moor resembles Leontes' verse as the King's madness 
begins to consume him. Even within Hamlet, which was written at 
least ten years earlier, corruption of the verse line becomes an 
instructive and poignant tool for the actor, rather than an absence 
of help. 
As I discuss with my students in their second-year work on verse, 
a line of regular verse should be seen as a state of ease and 
control and the 'preferred' state of being for a character: Hamlet 
wants to be in control of his faculties; Lear begs desperately with 
himself not to go mad; Othello wrestles against his suspicions. It's 
the variations on that state that create the vocal and dramatic 
dynamics of the text and those variations of rhythm and stress are 
what brings the text to life for speaker and listener. It's the 
contrast between chaos and control that gives greater meaning to _ 
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both. With this tradition In mind it is not difficult to adjust to the 
fractured verse of Leontes, although it presents a considerable 
challenge to both actor and audience when there is so little regular 
verse, so little dry ground in these stormy seas. Through our work 
on this play, I have come to side with Bloom et al., who see this as 
intended and instructive. Nowhere else in Shakespeare work do we 
meet a character who descends from one state into another with 
such speed and ferocity and with such terrible consequences. 
Shakespeare wishes to throw us to the tempest; down into the 
greatest depths of madness and his verse becomes the storm. 
Romeo is perhaps one other who changes his trajectory with 
similar speed in his abandonment of his feelings for Rosaline upon 
seeing Juliet, but, initially at least, his is a journey towards the 
light. 
There is much enjambment and caesura within Leontes' lines, with 
precious few lines being end-stopped to complete a thought as the 
actor completes the verse line. This is the speech in which Leontes 
convinces himself of his own delusions. 
Gone already! 
Inch-thick, knee-deep, o'er head and ears a fork'd one! 
Go, play, boy, play; thy mother plays, and I 
Play too; but so disgraced a part, whose issue 
Will hiss me to my grave. Contempt and clamour 
Will be my knell. Go, play, boy, play. There have been, 
Or I am much deceiv'd, cuckolds ere now; 
And many a man there is, even at this present, 
Now while I speak this, holds his wife by th' arm, 
That little thinks she has been sluic'd in's absence 
And his pond fish'd by his next neighbour, by 
Sir Smile, his neighbour. Nay, there's comfort in't, 
Whiles other men have gates and those gates open'd, 
As mine, against their will. Should all despair 
That have revolted wives, the tenth of mankind 
Would hang themselves. Physic for't there is none; 
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It is a bawdy planet, that will strike 
Where 'tis predominant; and 'tis pow'rful, think it, 
From east, west, north, and south. Be it concluded, 
No barricade for a belly. Know't; 
It will let in and out the enemy 
With bag and baggage. Many thousand on's 
Have the disease, and feel't not. How now, boy! 
(1.2)41 
Similarly there are quite a number of half-lines, which some 
editors attempt to shuffle into a regular line shared between 
characters. The First Folio edition of the play, which I did not have 
at the time but have since found to be invaluable, makes these 
broken lines even more evident and gives a clearer indication of 
their deliberate use. To observe these lines and use them as I 
·believe they are intended, which is as places for pauses, puts the 
onus back on the actor to work the rest of the verse more fluently. 
To do so invariably gives scenes a more informative and dynamic · 
pace and the actors become more confident in their use as the 
rehearsal period progresses. It is often difficult for actors to learn 
to think 'on the line', which is to discover and react to a moment . 
while speaking the text rather than breaking up the text to 
demonstrate 'having' a thought before expressing it. This was a 
habit that came up in discussion with the participants in the 
Sydney verse workshop, a habit they had noticed both in 
themselves and in others. 
In January of 2007: I saw the Royal Shakespeare Company 
production of Antony and Cleopatra in London and there were 
marked differences between cast members in the ways the verse 
was being delivered. Quite consistently, the actors over the age of 
about forty spoke the verse with a clear but not overpowering 
sense of the innate rhythm, while the younger actors broke up the 
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verse to the point of it being almost unrecognisable as such, one 
actor even including the odd hesitation sound 'ahh', 'err' or 'urn'. It 
was as though the only way those actors felt they could 
convincingly portray spontaneity was by breaking up the verse line 
and pausing before they spoke. That was how the actor playing 
Leontes in this production initially started to work the text. There 
was such irregularity to the verse work that at first he couldn't 
recognise the structure within the chaos. Over the weeks of 
rehearsal, his verse speaking became more confident and this was 
helped by the discovery of the emotional stakes necessary to 
create such turmoil. Once the actor was fully invested in the 
emotional demands of the character, the verse made much clearer 
sense. 
The Production - the Visuals to Match the Verse 
The different worlds of Sicilia and Bohemia shift the play from 
tragedy to pastoral comedy and provide the opportunity for 
Shakespeare to introduce an array of characters that serve quite 
different functions within the play and work within very different 
theatrical styles. The first half of the play, from opening to Act III, 
Scene 3, transpires within the court of King Leontes in Sicilia. In 
consultation with the stage design student working on the play, 
Grace Mander, we developed a flexible playing space that was 
influenced by the theatre space itself: the brickwork of the back 
wall of the Roundhouse Theatre was visible through cracks and 
frames in the back flat of the set and this motif continued in a 
painted effect on the floor of the stage. Through lighting and 
costuming, the world of Sicilia evolved into an elegant and formal 
court setting and one in which, even at the start of the play, a 
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sense of a stark, cold air swept around and between characters. 
The opening image was of a bare space, witr1 only Leontes' throne 
·on stage and seated on the thron·e, a toy belonging to the ill-fated 
prince, Mamillius. 
Mamillius, played by the actor who also played Perdita, entered, 
playing with a ball and discovered the bear· on the throne, heading 
off stage as Act I began. The colours were cool and crisp and 
became more so in lighting states used for Leontes' soliloquies and 
asides, when he wrestled in a shaft of bright white light while the 
fallacious images of his mind appeared around him in a dark blue. 
The sparse formality of the design was intended to match the 
elegant opening verse and the visual world provided a supportive 
but not distracting background to the text work. 
In complete contrast to this, the world of Bohemia was bright, 
colourful and unstructured. The text also became lighter, comedic 
and pastoral. The blue tones of winter were replaced w·ith a blazing 
summer sun and tones of gold, green, red and brown. Characters 
wore more casual, rural clothing which was intended to give 
significant visual contrast to Sicilia, rather than being suggestive of 
a particular culture, although with the costume stock available to 
use for the prod~ction, and a difficult process with the costume 
designer, both Sicilia and Bohemia developed suggestive visual 
qualities that neither I intended, nor the text particula.rly · 
supported. I had worked in close consultation with the set designer 
to finq a stage space that was more sensitive to the needs of the 
text and the actors than it was to the creative potential of the 
designer, yet in so doing, Grace expressed a greater satisfaction 
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The costume des.igner sa.w a relatively empty space and wanted to 
fill it. Many of the costumes were still not delivered by the first 
dress rehearsal and so, up to and including ·opening night, costume 
pieces and jewellery would emerge on stage without consultation, 
drawing my focus and presumably the audience's too away from 
the pivotal action. My guiding philosophy for production design, 
whether it is visual or aurai .. is whether the idea asks more 
questions than it answers fo~· the audience. Particularly for 
heightened text, where many tnembers of an audience need 
considerable help for basic comprehension of the plot, gestures, 
accents, costume or sound effects that add to the amount needed 
to be absorbed without actually clarifying the message being 
communicated, simply produce static. 
The Sound of the Play 
We compiled a soundscape of the actors' voices using lines from 
every part of the play for the audience to hear as Mamillius enters. 
It became a prologue for the play itself and was intended to also 
suggest the thoughts and voices we, like Leontes, hear inside our 
minds. My first thoughts about the approar:, I wanted to take with 
the production were heavily influenced by music. I went to a 
concert at the Perth Concert Hall of the German counter-tenor 
Andreas Scholl singing Elizabethan lute songs and one in 
particular, 'I Saw My Lady Weepe', by John Dowland, strongly 
evoked for me the image of the statue of Hermione at the end of 
the play. Through my readings on Shakespeare's Romances, and 
through greater familiarity with the text itself, time became an 
aural preoccupation for me at one stage and the song 'Breathe 







the cast and I responded to. The more musical members of the 
cast had a number of suggestions that were incorporated into the 
final production. 
I had compiled a sympathetic yet quite eclectic group of musical 
pieces to include in the production, although the more we worked 
on the play, the more I abandoned what I began to perceive in 
myself as a need to prop up the stage action with evocative music. 
For this show more than any other I have yet worked on, I wanted 
the actors' delivery of the text to be the most potent art in the 
room. Whole scenes, which I had planned to underscore, relied 
instead on the ability of the actors to create the textures, rhythms, 
and dynamics of the play using only their voices and the text. With 
the exception of the storm in 111.3 in which Antigonus is famously 
consumed by a bear in Shakespeare's most notorious s~age 
direction and Perdita is delivered to her new home in Bohemia, a 
festive pastoral dance in IV.4, and the moment in V.3 where 
Paulina calls for music with which to awaken the statue of 
Hermione, the music effects were used only for scene tr~nsitions, 
pre-show, post-show and interval. 
Rehearsal 
Although I had not yet conducted the verse ·workshop in Sydney · 
which would clarify for me just how valuable it was for .the actors 
to be working their lines on stage rather than spending a lot of 
time studying the text around a table, I had always, as an actor, 
found it useful to have lines memorised as soon as possible in a 
rehearsal process. My experience at WAAPA was that many 
students were very slow and often inaccurate in learning lines and 
that directors were sometimes so relieved when actors finally had 
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their lines down that they didn't take up a lot of the remaining 
rehearsal hours making sure the actors were ward-perfect. This · 
kind of self-discipline should be a standard part of an actor's work 
ethic but for training actors, unless they're actually assessed on 
accuracy, they frequently don't bother to check the lines 
periodically once they've put their scripts down. On this production 
I decided to try something different to attempt to address this 
habit. 
Our time in the actual performance space during rehearsal was 
quite limited and, while the first week of rehearsal was in the 
theatre, a time that is usually devoted to sitting at tables 
discussing the play, we needed to move to a much smaller venue 
on Tuesday of the second week just at the time when most 
rehearsals are starting to get up on their feet in the space. 
Because of this I decided to get up on the stage on the first day, 
move through the entire play during the first week so that the 
students met the play while meeting the dimensions of the space 
and the proximity of the audience, and do a full run of the play 
with lines down on the Monday of the second WE.Jk. 
The first run of the play on that Monday afternoon was a fairly 
chaotic affair mixed with moments of panic, discovery and, in 
some cases, humiliation. Some of the actors had clearly done no 
preparation on their text and had barely begun to learn their lines, 
letting down their fellow actors and themselves. For those actors 
the first week of rehearsal was a bit of a waste of time: they were 
too disoriented to make any particularly useful choices or make 
any offers with confidence so much of that initial work was 
eventually jettisoned. For the actors who were prepared, although 
faced with frustration at having to carry some of their fellow cast 
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members, the opportunity to do a full run gave them a chance to 
gauge the arc of their character and the potential of the part as a 
whole - art experience not usually available until the third week of 
a typical rehearsal period. For these actors this new approach was 
very productive. Because the first run was so necessarily chaotic, 
there was also the growing awareness in the cast that my 
approach was more about being explorative than about being 
'right'. Again, some actors didn't respond well to this direction, 
conditioned by previous experience of trying to deduce the 
director's pre-determined 'correct' choices for their character, or 
reading of their verse lines. My placing of the onus back on the 
actors to make those choices made them feel more insecure when 
others around them were making faster, bolder discoveries. That 
first run was, from an educational rather than performatlve 
perspective, in some ways my favourite of the entire season: 
. never again were the actors so live with the text, listening so 
intently to each other or so gleefully inventive in the moment of 
performance. Granted all of these qualities were generated by 
white-hot fear and the sometimes desperate attempt to keep their 
heads above water, but it finally gave every actor a sense memory 
of what it is to be truly present in the moment with the text and 
the audience. 
The rest of the rehearsal period followed a fairly standard path of 
working each scene individually for clarity, comprehension both for 
speaker and audience, staging and relationships. We then joined 
the scenes up once again in runs of each 'half', that is, the Sicilian 
story and the Bohemian story, and then runs of the play as a 
whole. My focus throughout was for the actors to continue to mine 
the verse for information, rather than bringing in offers that were, 
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however imaginative, not supported by the text on the page. To 
quote Homer Swander: 
To read a script well is to discover what at each moment it · 
tells the actor or actors to do. And what this kind of reading 
requires is that we see everything on the page as a signal.42 
I tried to engender in the actors a satisfaction from finding greater 
clarity and greater ease with the text, rather than invention for 
invention's sake. While I encouraged the actors to make bold 
offers and to bring in their own ideas for a scene, I indicated that 
the measure of success should be whether the offer took the 
actors and the audience closer to understanding the story. 
Swander observes: 
One knows that final choices can be made only in the context 
of a completely mounted production; and even then, most of 
the choices are final only for that production. 43 
Audience Feedback 
The reception of the play generated overwhelmingly positive 
feedback. Negative comments that I received pertained almost 
exclusively to the length of the performance, rather than content 
or style. My own memories of the RSC production I had seen were 
echoed in these remarks, although our production was not, in fact 
particularly long, each half running approximately one hour and . 
seven minutes. I have reflected on why the production may have 
seemed long and there is no doubting that for most audience 
members, the concentration required to absorb and interpret 
Shakespeare's verse is a challenge out of the norm. Like listening 
to opera, reading Dickens or the poetry of T.S. Eliot, there is a . 
particular kind of reception required and that can be quite draining 
to the less experienced and unbearable for the disinclined. Harold 
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Bloom notes that even· the first half of the play can be draining for 
an au.dience: 'we are so pleased to reach the seacoast of Bohemia, 
bears and all, since Leontes's dementia, while never tedious, 
nevertheless exhausts us. 144 The Winter's Tale can feel like the 
experience of watching two plays back to back and does, after all, 
take sixteen years to reach its fantastical resolution. For Leontes 
as well as some of the audience, perhaps, redemption can feel a 
long time coming. I am aware, looking back on the production, 
that there is not as much auditory or visual distraction in the 
production as is found in most modern productions. The focus for . 
this ver~ion of The Winter's Tale was very consciously on the 
actors and the unadorned, unamplified human voice and I 
recognise that this demands a high level of concentration from the 
average audience member. 
Having said that, I received many comments which expressed how 
engaging many people had found the story. The most gratifying 
and useful comments, given both the educational objectives for the 
unit of work and the focus of the rehearsal time, were those 
commending the clari .. y' of the verse work and the ease with which 
people could follow the story. A member of the cast conveyed to 
the company the thanks and congratulations from his 
grandmother, who had never seen one of Shakespeare's plays in 
her life and understood 'all of it'. I received comments from the 
public on how 'beautifully clear' the speech had been. Most 
satisfying was the feedback from young audience members, many 
of whom were listening to their first live experience of 
Shakespeare's verse, who were both engaged AND entertained by 
the play. I had considered this particular play to be of more 
interest to an older audience- jealousy, betrayal, mental illness, 
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redemption are mature concepts - and it was encouraging to the 
company to receive comments from across the age spectrum and 
levels of familiarity with the text, that assuaged the primary fear: 
that this play might be boring. One audience member, a first year 
actor at the time, wrote: 
My memory of (the play) is very clear and sharp, as was the 
production exactly that. There was a beautiful simplicity in the 
direction. I felt the whole way through that I could follow the 
story and the relationships with ease. I recognized the detail 
in the use of language and most of the actors seemed to have 
a fine understanding of the text, making it clear to understand 
and to follow, and also enjoy the story. I feel that the 
simplicity of the set design also .strengthened the production, 
not needing more to divert my attention or entertain me. 45 
On balance, I am satisfied with the choice to focus on the voice 
and the verse work. If I had cut the play to half its length and filled 
the production with entertaining distractions from the complexity 
of the verse, it would have been, in my opinion, a much less 
valuable presentation of the play both for audiences and actors. 
The feedback from the cast, too, was very posit;ve, although 
again, there was more of a sense of satisfaction at the integrity of 
the work rather than the thrill of being in a spectacular production. 
One of the actors, who kept a journal throughout the process 
which she shared with me after the performance season, wrote 
candidly .about her fears and frustrations at working on a show 
wt1ere the emphasis vJas more on the text than on the actions and 
ol>jectives of the characters - the focus of most of the rest of her 
training. At the same time she writes of the frustration she felt 
when working with actors who hadn't done the basic verse analysis 
on their text before and between rehearsals. This was a significant 
battle for me as a director and teacher. 
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At this point in their training this cohort had completed essentially · 
. . 
all of their course work on verse in both acting and vc;>ice classes. 
We had limited time in rehearsal to get the play staged and 
worked through: four weeks of four-hour afternoon rehearsals. I 
had given the verse a significant amount of rehearsal time, 
trusting that the techniques learned from the entirety of their 
training would be applied by the actors to their text in preparation 
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for the work and during the process. Generally the actors were 
very good at incorporating notes and discoveries into the 
developry~ent of their roles, although some actors seemed to be 
having difficulty retaining notes from rehearsal to rehearsal. The 
week before opening, I was running an exercise designed to help 
the actors hear their text afresh, in which a partner reads the 
actor's lines back to them. I was paired up with one of the lead 
actors and was handed their working script from which to read. 
Apart ·rrom the notation of stage moves and a few thoughts on 
character, the text was almost completely blank. It was a moment 
of both despair and understanding. I suddenly knew why the 
development of the text beyond a certain point during the time we 
had for the production was going to be impossible and why I 
hadn't been able to work on the relationships between characters 
with as much detail as I had planned for the rehearsal period: the 
basic verse work wasn't always being done. 
I acknowledge the frustrations the actress expressed in her journal 
about the lack of time spent on motivations and relationships - the 
primary focus of modern acting technique. There was frustration 
expressed by other actors who were working with colleagues who 
were not as committed or conscientious in their application of class 




ponder in the time since: how to generate self-discipline in 
. demanding work for a genre that most training actors don't picture 
themselves going on to do professionally. I don't have an answer 
to that. A year later I received further illumination of why some ·of 
the cast, whom one can never expect to universally match a 
teacher's enthusiasm for any particular subject, may have been 
reticent to lift themselves to the level of engagement with the 
verse I was attempting to inspire. One of the participants in the 
Sydney workshop I ran at the end of 2007, who had also been in 
The Winter's Tale, remembered that the class group had spent a 
.lot of time and effort preparing for a Shakespeare showing in the 
same semester as the play before our rehearsal had begun, only to 
be told on the day of presentation that the people watching the 
showing had, 'heard all the text before so just get through it as 
quickly as possible.' Her opinion was that the feeling of much of 
. the group after that was of a disheartened exhaustion with 
Shakespeare. Obviously a comment like this will undermine the 
beginnings of a. rehearsal process when the first point of order for 
a director with limited time was to rebuild the actors' interest in 
establishing a working relation·ship with the text. 
After the challenges, satisfaction and frustration of this production 
of The Winter's Tale, I was eager to examine actors' relationships 
to verse from a different perspective and in an environment free of 
the distractions, politics and educational imperatives of work ~vithin 
the course timetable. I decided to gather a group of actors from 
various backgrounds but with a common vocabulary developed 
through the WAAPA voice training and a shared desire to improve 
their skills with this work. 
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Verse Workshop in Sydney 
The final component of work for this thesis was a practical, 
intensive verse workshop run in December 2007 at the National 
Institute of Dramatic Art in Sydney. The aim of the three-day 
workshop was to intensively explore and receive feedback on three 
contrasting approaches to Shakespearean verse with a cross-
section of actors who had all completed at least the second year of 
the acting course but in most cases were graduates. I invited 
actors from every cohort I had taught at WAAPA and actively 
sought to assemble a group with varying levels of experience and 
confidence with Shakespeare's verse. Each day began with a 
physical and vocal workout before focussing on the particular 
approach to be explored that day. Sections of the workshop were 
recorded on video and some of the actors provided additional 
written comments. 
Day One - Cue Scripts 
While working at the Drama Studio London (DSL), I met Patrick 
Tucker, co-founder and director of The Original Shakespeare 
Company (OSC) who, as part of his work with the post-graduate 
acting students studying at DSL, introduced them to his company's 
approach to working with Shakespeare's plays. This was entirely 
based on the use of 'cue scripts' and the text of the First Folio. As 
documented in his book "Secrets of Acting Shakespeare - The 
Original Approach", when creating the OSC Tucker did extensive 
research into how Shakespeare's plays were rehearsed and 
performed in Elizabethan times. Sharing some of the opinions of 
Neo-E!izabethans like William Poel, Tucker attempted to rediscover 
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the text by stripping away the static generated by editors, artists 
and critics in the intervening years. As Poe I said: 
If an actor wishes to interpret the play intelligently, he must 
shut his eyes to all that has taken place on the stage since the 
poet's time, turning to Shakespeare's text and trusting to that 
alone for inspiration.46 
·The use of cue scripts or 'sides' is not a purely Elizabethan 
rehearsal practice. Rhys McConnochie recalled in a· conversation I 
had with him in 2007 that he had used cue scripts during his time 
in English repertory, and the OSC is not the only company to be 
using a· cue script approach to explore verse: Propeller uses cue 
scripts to play with the text and includes a cue script exercise in 
their education pack for The Taming of the Shrew47• I had spoken 
with Tucker about his approach to working with actors and he 
described the way he applied the use of cue scripts in rehearsal. 
Just as in Elizabethan times, actors were given not a copy of the 
full play, but merely a 'cue script' from which to learn their lines. 
Cue scripts contained only that actor's lines and the three or four 
wort1s immediately preceding their lines: their cue. Tucker would 
hCl\'e a 'verse nursing' session with each actor to nelp them 
familiarise themselves with the text and attend to the technical 
needs of the verse and then the actors would assemble for 
rehearsal on the day of performance which comprised what the 
OSC refer to as 'Burbadge Time'. This was the opportunity for the 
actors to put togeth.er the physical life of the play: entrances and 
· exits, stage moves, use of props and even points of reference for· 
lines, for most actors did not know to whom their lines were to be 
directed until Burbadge Time. In trying to impart something of the· 
benefits of true Elizabethan staging _to the training actors at DSL, 




for stage directions . . 'The osc Checklist' contained in his book is· 
didactic in its interpretation of the stage directions, with terms of . 
address, for example, being taken as stage directions: 
My gracious lord (deep bow) is a different attitude from 
Sovereign (kneel) and My Liege (complete obeisance to the 
floor). Farewell could indicate a hug or handclasp/ shake.48 
'The OSC Checklist' is extremely thorough and covers rehearsal for · 
fully mounted productions on Elizabethan stages as well as notes 
for workshop examination of the plays. In the Sydney verse 
workst1op I decided, given the time available and the fact that I 
would not have time for 'verse nursing' with the actors before the 
one and only day of work on the cue scripts, to take suggestions 
from Tucker's work without applying the approach in its entirety. 
The challenges facing the ensemble that participated in the Sydney 
workshop were slightly different from the groups at DSL. As with 
Tucker's ensen1bles this group came with various degrees of 
experience and joy il1 working with Shakespeare's verse: out of 
fourteen participants, five were current students within the acting 
program who had just completed second year and its specific 
coursework on Shakespeare's text; one participant had just 
completed third year and was a cast member of my production of 
The Winter's Tale; the other participants were graduates o.f the 
acting program with varying levels of experience and confidence 
with the text outside the drama school environment. I sent every 
actor a part from a group scene and a cue script from a scene for 
two actors. While Patrick Tucker uses text from the First Folio 
exclusively, few of the actors had ever worked with a First Folio 
version of the plays and so I decided to ~xplore First Folio scripts 




text with which to prepare. As another concession to time, and 
with a growing fear that the e>:ercise would prove too difficult for 
the group to meaningfully engage with given time restrictions, I 
gave most actors full cue lines rather than the last two metric feet. .. . 
We looked at individual scenes rather than a full play but I didn't 
inform them of the title of the play and asked them not to do any 
preparation other than to 'learn your lines and show up'. 
None of the workshop participants had ever worked with cue 
scripts before and the feeling of unfamiliarity reawakened 
insecurities about working with this kind of text. A number of the 
actors expressed their apprehension about coming to the workshop 
feeling insecure about knowing their Jines. Every actor had found it 
difficult to thoroughly learn the lines before the workshop and a 
number felt that they would be letting the group down if they were 
not completely 'off book'. I began the day with a combined 
movement and voice workshop to try to build a sense of play and 
familiarity across the disparate group. The group had a· very 
playful and positive energy and started to work dynamically and 
cohesively very quickly. After about an hour of this work we mQved 
on to cue script work, beginning with a brief discussion of the 
nature of the rehearsal approach, specifically following the 
. philosophy of The Original Shakespeare Company. The students 
were given a handout of The OSC Checklist and we briefly 
discussed some of T~cker's key points, particularly the idea of 
E• trbadge Time and an encouragement to the actors to experiment · 
with the more Elizabethan staging ideas that Tucker suggested 
apropos greetings and proximity. The other key element of 
Tucker's work we adopted was the use of the 'Book-Holder' to 
whom the actors would refer when needing a prompt. We briefly 
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discussed the guidelines for Burbadge Time before beginning to 
work and getting the feel of the nature of the rehearsal from a 
practical, rather than theoretical approach - the purpose of the day 
as a whole. 
The largest scene I had given the group to learn for the cue script 
work which was a scene from Richard III and that was the first 
scene to be worked. The key idea behind Burbadge Time is that it 
is the first opportunity for the actors to place their lines within a 
practical understanding of the structure and physical requirements 
of the scene as a whole. Tucker refers to theories wherein an 
entire Shakespeare play could be rehearsed in this way in an hour 
total with the only discussion pertaining to the practical staging of · 
the play as a whole: exits and entrances; who is standing with 
whom; props, fights and dances; even staging as fundamental as 
to whom an actor is referring when they speak. This last point was 
certainly our focus in the first attempt of Burbadge Time with the 
Richard III scene but for the purposes of the workshop as a whole 
we ran through the entire scene, rather than just working on exits 
and entrances: with so many of Shakespeare's stage directions 
contained within his verse, it is impossible to get the shape of the 
scene or even an understanding of the basic characters of 
reference without hearing the whole of the text. Fortunately none 
of the actors was familiar with the scene, not even those who had 
seen the play in production, so everyone in the room became 
active in trying to get a collective understanding of what was going 
on. Deviating from Tucker's description of the formidably fast 
Elizabethan model, we combined the whole script with the 
discovery of stage requirements and so the role of the Book-Holder 
became integral to the exploration of the text. 
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Few actors choose, or are requested by a director, to be 'off book'~ 
that is to have their lines learned, before rehearsal begins. Many 
directors and actors actively avoid the practice, for fear of locking 
in interpretive choices before the particular approach of the 
production has been discussed. When actors are finally free of their 
scripts but still requiring prompts in rehearsal, the prompting, 
certainly at WAAPA, is given by the stage manager, usually 
someone whose confidence with the text is weak. In the cue script 
workshop, every actor felt insecure about their lines and apologetic 
about their insecurity - a typical part of any rehearsal process -
and to help them, I emphasised the role and reliability of the Book-
Holder. For the Richard III scene our Book-Holder was Brent Hill, a 
particularly gifted actor who demonstrated great skill in reading 
both the text and the needs of the working actor in the space. I 
instructed the actors to use the Book-Holder actively, rather than 
apologetically; to actually position themselves on stage so that 
they could best gain eye contact with Brent for him to either 
confirm their text a·ccuracy with a nod, or supply the line if needed 
without the actor having to call for a prompt. It took each and 
every actor time to emerge from their apologetic habits when 
needing a cue, but as the use of the Book-Holder became confident 
and seamless within the energy of the scene, the need for cues · 
dropped dramatically. We worked the Richard III scene through 
twice in total, although the first (Burbadge) run through had an 
amount of repetition of individual sections as meaning and staging 
started to emerge, and then ran the scene two days later without 
having done any further direct work on it in the intervening period. · 
While the first run through was heavily prompted, the role of the 
Book-Holder even by the second rur1 was more of confirmation 
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than prompting and, to our collective astonishment, the run two 
days later was mostly free of cold prompting and more focussed on 
confirmation with a notable exception: where I had made a cut in 
the text. Knowing they had a net and were working in a supportive 
space had a significant effect on the confidence of the actors and 
their ability to recall the lines, however what was clear even from 
the beginning of the cue script work was that embodying the text 
on stage in this kind of rehearsal was about much more than mere 
recollection. As the actors learnt their lines they simultaneously 
learnt their purpose. 
The next key difference between our cue script work and the 
actors' more familiar understanding of a rehearsal was the 
elimination of the role of a director within the proceedings. I made 
it clear to the actors that their interpretive choices were entirely 
their own and that the only comments I would make would be with 
regard to the nature of cue ucript work and a reminder of the 
helpful aspects of Elizabethan staging that might further help their 
creative autonomy: phrases like 'Don't forget the audience' or 
'Don't apologise, trust the Book-Holder'. Again, it took a while for 
the actors to stop looking to external observers to gain 
confirmation or congratulation about a choice and to instead focus 
their playful and interrogative energies wholly within the actors' 
space but it was surprising and thrilling how quickly the scene . 
sprang to life and became so much clearer when every single actor 
on stage took personal responsibility for the achievement of that 
clarity and when every actor began to trust that the text and each 
other was all they needed to tell the story. 
Act I, Scene 3 of Richard III is full of exposition as Shakespeare 
.,; 
swiftly summarises the entire history of the War of the Roses and 
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introduces eleven characters to the audience for the first time. I 
mercilessly gave the actors nothing to work from other than the 
scene itself and had instructed them not to read the rest of the 
play. Some actors had only a couple of lines and no way of 
knowing how far apart those lines might be; others had long 
monologues and pages of dialogue. What usually happens in 
rehearsal is that the actors switch off if they know they do not 
speak for a wttile in a scene. At the same time, the actor with the 
monologue will be left feelir1g as though they have to hold the play 
up on their own for that moment. With the cue script work, each 
actor, regardless of the size of their part, was engaged with the 
scene as a whole whether they had lines with which to vocally 
demonstrate that engagement or not. It was something that came 
up in The Winter's Tale rehearsal and perforrnances: there are a 
number of scenes in the play where several characters are on 
stage for long periods of time bearing witness to key events, but 
without the dialogue by which an actor usually measures and 
demonstrates their contribution to a scene. Certainly the key 
enticement for the actors in this workshop to stay actively listening 
within the cue script work was to figure out what on earth was 
going on, but that in itself is a reminder of the challenges facing 
the audience, the people for whom all this work is done. · 
In terms of the staging of the piece, at first the actors were a bit 
like aimless cattle wandering around. They initially asked for 
direction about entrances and exits and there .was, necessarily, 
some confusion about where to stand and with whom. I 
encouraged the actors to make their own decisions about the 
staging and to be inspired by visualising the dimensions ·and 
challenges of working an Elizabethan stage like The Globe. 
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Although all the workshop participants had performed on the 
Roundhouse stage at WAAPA, which is a thrust stage with a steep 
pitch up to the balcony, anticipating the physical reality of the 
performance space is a challenge in any confined rehearsal room 
and I needed to remind the actors that they would, on an 
Elizabethan stage, have been literally surrounded by audience. In 
the tradition of modern theatrical realism, actors tended to face in 
towards each other, infrequently sharing themselves and their text 
out with the audience. The actor most adept and experienced at 
performing Elizabethan text was fortunately the one playing 
Richard himself, Tom Milton. Richard has a number of asid-2s in the 
scene and has a definite distinction between his public face, the 
one he shows to the others on stage, and the private face he 
shares with the audience and Tom used the space with greater 
confidence than most. 
Mostly the actors clumped together with the other people who 
entered at the same time that they did and this scene was 
particularly interesting in the shifts of alliances that take place and 
the need for the actors' reflections on those interactions. Rather 
than stopping the rehearsal for actors to question a difficult 
moment or to, . out of character, try to discern alliances or points of 
reference, I reminded the actors that this was something they 
could find on their feet if they worked together. Something as 
simple as the actor playing Buckingham bowing towards the actor 
who first speaks his name helps both the actors and the audience 
identify the players and, once instigated, makes the scene much 
easier to follow given the twelve people on stage. Even so the 
actors were hesitant to attempt staging that seemed so obvious, 
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even if it greatly improved the clarity· of the story: surely it 
couldn't be that simple? 
Actors often want to take a suggestion or dramatic problem away 
and work on it privately before bringing back a more polished idea 
to the next rehearsal. There is reluctance on the part of many 
training actors to struggle through difficulties of comprehension 
publicly, as though they 'should know' what is happening in a 
scene and it is a comment on their quality as an actor if they don't. 
Alternatively, actors sometimes work with directors who are so 
prescriptive in telling the actors where to move, what to think and 
how to speak that it generates actors who are either passive or 
fearful of being wrong. In this particular scene, the first few 
minutes of Queen Margaret's lines only make sense if they are 
spoken as an aside to the audience. I asked the Book-Holder not to 
let the actors know of the stage directions that were. in his modern 
edition to see if the actors could discover the a·side for themselves. 
No one did, and when the Book-Holder finally told them, every 
actor on stage commented that they had known something was 
wrong but 'didn't want to say anything', thinking that they must 
have just missed something but that they were too dim or 
. ' 
·inexperienced to pick up. Finally the scene made sense, the timing 
. . 
changed, the dynamics changed and the staging of the entire piece 
shifted, becoming ·more audience focussed, with the act~rs treating 
the stage space as an opportunity for tactical and strategic choices 
rather than merely aesthetic ones. 
The second group scene explored on day one was a scene fr9m 
Macbeth (11.3) involving the discovery of King ou·ncan's death, 
which the audience knows to be at the hands of Macbeth. Learning · 
from the earlier work, the actors were already. more adept at using 
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the Book-Holder to maintain the energy of the scene while 
orienting themselves within the emerging context for their lines . 
. Physical and vocal offers were bolder and more physically and 
vocally expansive. The overall feeling in the room was one of 
greater confidence and greater participation in the development of . 
the scene as a whole. Unlike the stumbles and hesitation of the 
Richard III scene, this time the actors were finding greater 
autonomy within the immediacy of the rehearsal space; they 
demonstrated a greater interest In the process than In the product. 
The third group scene, from Antony and Cleopatra (11.5), was a 
significant shift from the larger ensembles of the previous two 
pieces and focussed primarily on two actors to carry the scene, 
actors who had had little to do in the other scripts. Perhaps 
because there were more people watching than on stage for the 
first time in the workshop there was a greater feeling of exposure 
and nervousness from the actors in this scene. It took a while for 
them to use the Book-Holder effectively and develop the energy in 
the scene. Finding the vocal and physical size of Elizabethan 
theatricality had been the morning's challenge and it was the 
bolder actors testing the waters for the Jess confident performers 
that enabled everyone to grow. Stripped of a boisterous ensemble 
. 
around them, the players in the Antony and Cleopatra scene began 
with much more naturalistic choices and energy levels. The actress 
playing Cleopatra kept her delivery very contained and minimal 
and it was hard in a scene full of melodrama to find the size and 
pace that the text demands to make the scene 'work'. In the time 
available, I don't think the group fully appreciated the comedic 
potential of the scene and this was a useful reminder of how 




remarkable way in which the group as a whole had taken to the 
Macbeth and Richard III scenes, this experience gave me a more 
realistic reading of how cue script work would make the average 
acting student feel in engaging with this rapid and exposing 
approach to rehearsal. · 
In the afternoon of day one, the ensemble wor~ed on scenes in 
pairs. Every actor had· been given either a cue script from an 
Isabella/ Claudio scene from Measure for Measure (III.l), or a 
Viola/ O.rsino scene (11.4) from Twelfth Night. Given more dialogue 
and with the inclusion of whole sections of the text when 
characters interacted with single lines, these cue scripts gave each 
actor much more material from which to glean the plot and 
dynamics of the overall scene. The nature of the work therefore 
changed. The quality of listening became more concentrated and 
more direct. In the group scenes, it was as though the actors had 
cast a net out into the space with which to catch the information . 
they needed to contextualise their lines and make creative choices. 
In these two-hander scenes, all the actors had as resources was 
each other and the connection and playfulness of the pairs was 
.. rapidly established even between actors who had never met·until 
that morning. Ear.h pair initially worked the scenes together in 
their own p~rt of the room but there was a feeling of the actors 
making choices for a larger performance space as everyone 
worked simultaneously and the room was c~arged with dynamic 
physical and vocal ch.oices. With such concentrated listening, the 
actors were more aware of the use of rhythm, repetition and 




Example: Measure for Measure 
Below I have included the first section from the script given to the 
actors playing Claudio to compare to the same section given to the 
actors playing Isabella. The structure of the cue scripts mirrors the 
content· of the scene itself, where Isabella has much more 
information than her brother and Claudio is having difficulty 
comprehending Isabella's reluctance to give him the full picture. 
The bold text is the actor's own lines. 
Claudio Cue Script - Measure for Measure 
[Exit DUKE VINC:ENTIO and Provost] 
Now, sister, w·hat's the comfort? 
____ To-morrow you set on. 
Is there no remedy? 
------ to save a head, 
To cleave a heart in twain. 
But Is there any? 
____ But fetter you· till death. 
Perpetual durance? 
----- To a determined scope. 
But In what nature? 
----And leave you naked. 
Let me know the point. 
Five short, shared-line questions con-..iuding on the line 'Let me 
know the point' is a powerful illustration of what's happening for 
this character in this scene, even if the actor knows nothing else 
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about the play. Contrast this with the text ·given to Isabella for the 
same section. 
Isabella Cue Script 
Now, sister, what's the comfort? 
Why, 
As all comforts are; most good, most good Indeed. 
Lord Angelo, having affairs to heaven, 
Intends you for his swift ambassador, 
Where you shall be an everlasting lelger: 
Therefore your best appointment make with speed; 
To-morrow you set on. 
Is there no re1nedy? 
None, but such remedy as, to save a head, 
To cleave a heart in twain. 
But is there any? 
Yes, brother, you may live: 
There Is a devilish mercy In the judge, 
If you'll Implore It, that will free your life, 
But fetter you till death. 
Perpetual durance? 
Ay, just; perpetual durance, a restraint, 
Though all the world's vastidlty you had, 
To a determined scope. 
But in what nature? 
In such a one as, you consenting to't, 
Would bark your honour from that trunk you bear, 
And leave you naked. 
Let me know the point. 
o, I do fear thee, Claudio; and I quake, 
The actor with this script can clearly see the contrast between the 





evasive responses she gives. The repetition in the scene indicates 
that Isabella is only saying as much as she has to and confining 
herself to the areas Claudio is already covering. 'Comfort', 
'remedy' and 'perpetual durance' are all repeated back to Claudio 
but only the actor playing Isabella would know that from the cue 
script. It became an exciting discovery for the Claudios when 
working the scene live and added immediacy to the interaction 
between the actors; they were hanging on each other's words. If 
both actors had had a copy of the full script, this kind of repetition 
and banter would have been identified in the text and anticipated 
rather than discovered in performance, as we were to see when 
working that Richard/ Lady Anne scene from Richard Ill later in 
the week. 
The Twelfth Night scene was similar in that the female character, 
Viola, was giving selective and evasive responses to the inquiries 
of the male character, Orsino. But with this set of cue scripts, both 
actors had enough text to have quite clear indications of the 
content of the scene and the difference came from the monologues 
within the scene, which revealed detail to the listener that could 
not be gleaned from the cues. In this way the questions became 
the only opportunity for the actors to get to the text they did not . 
already have and this again gave the actors a feeling of immediacy 
and connection. 'Ask real questions' is a note often given to actors 
in rehearsal because great challenges for the novice actor are 
making their responses feel spontaneous and developing their 
stamina for active listening. With the cue script work, active 
listening was a functional necessity. The dynamics of the 
rehearsal/workshop space were significantly different from the 
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average rehearsal room because the actors were engaged in every 
moment, both as performer and audience. 
Feedback on Cue Script Work 
The response to the work on cue scripts was unanimously positive. 
Within the short time they had been exposed to the approach, the 
actors felt a palpable shift in their quality of listening and in the 
level of confidence and autonomy they felt with an unfamiliar text. 
Some of the indicative comments were as follows: 
" It's interesting, the difficulty of learning it is 'I'm not sure 
why I'm saying this' but you're actually given an impetus to 
speak, even though it registers as 'oh, fuck, that's my cue' it 
gives you a real urgency which can actually be quite helpful In 
keeping the momentum of the scene." 
" There's really high energy at the start with everyone waiting 
to come in. Really energetic; really intense." 
" It was great when that dynamic was thrown out there, by 
that I mean the gestures, like when Queen Margaret was 
talking about Dorset and Dorset stepped forward and you 
were like, 'Great, that's who you're talking about' and the 
bows really helped the clarification, watching it." 
" It was very audience-based, it made it audience-based 
because the actors are going, 'we are the audience as well'. 
The actors are the audience for everyone else so that's why 
you're listening and that's why you're so involved in 
everything and I think, watching it from (outside), you could 
understand it a lot better." 
" It also seemed really natural, I know people didn't know 
. their lines but it didn't matter; it seemed like the text. was just 
sunk in ... lt was really interesting to watch." 
" I found that even if you had a little bit at the beginning - and 
I wasn't talking til the end of it but through the thing I was 
watching it - but I wasn't sure who I liked and who I hated so 
I had to really listen just to see whose side you're.on and who· . 
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other people (a~e). Like the person next to you, do you like 
them? Should you be standing here?" 
"Which is really good because that changes so much in that 
scene (Richard III) and all of a sudden these bitter enemies 
side together. And I think that thing of not knowing when your 
lines are going to come in - it's like real life, you know? You're 
having a conversation, you could spea.k at any time, someone 
says something in ttjat instant that makes you want to speak 
and (this is) creating that sense." 
" You're given a whole speech (you see) that's my trigger 
right in the middle of someone else's speech (and) the 
impetus sort of dies by the time, you know .... you've missed 
the impulse, if the impulse is too far back." 
"Like just before Queen Margaret's big speech there was such 
a power behind everybody that my line came from what I was 
being given: the energy that was there to start the speech 
from. There was a reason to say that first line." 
" On that note, when we did R&J earlier this year and had the 
first reading you'd be reading it and of course you'd see the 
other people's text so as soon as you see, you know, Romeo 
has this two page monologue everyone, everyone sitting 
around the table just (disconnects) whereas here they're just 
like 'Shit, is my cue coming up now?"' 
"Everyone was making such massive jumps between doing it ·. 
once, getting some more information and then coming back 
and doing it again." 
" It's amazing how much you can analyse, more so than when 
you're sitting down going 'Oh, ok, so we're obviously related 
in this way and .this line means this'. That's all done for you 
when you get up and do it. You've got a week's worth of 
analysing done for you." 
Day Two - Intensive Verse · Work 
Ail but two of the participants at the workshop had completed the . 
second year program of verse work with me at WAAPA and had a : 
working understanding of the approaches of John Barton and 
Cicely Berry. The other two graduates were in their third year 
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when I first taught them but had exposure to the work 'through 
other tea~hers and were familiar with Barton and Berry's 
techniques. 
On the second day of the workshop, the actors went back to the 
page to gtean what they could about the given texts using a 
number of key e~ercises from the work of these RSC verse coaches 
and also exercises used by Patsy Rodenburg, of London's Royal 
National Theatre that I had used with the actors in their second-
year voice classes. 
The actors explored the "_Once more unto the breech" speech _ from-
Henry V, Hermione's "Since what I am to say" speech from The 
Winter's Tale, and then the Richard/ Lady Anne scene from Richard 
III. Working on Henry's speech, the actors initially sat down to 
read through the text and score all the detail they could decipher 
about the intended delivery from analysing Shakespeare's us·e of 
assonance, alliteration, shifts in meter, onomatopoeia, rhythm, 
pauses and irregularities, first and last words in the line, antithesis, 
rhyme, irony, puns, and repetition. All three of the practitioners 
cover these areas in their teaching and their coaching of 
. productions. The amount of scoring each actor did on the text was 
· compl_etely different, as it had been in the verse and speech · 
assessment sight-reading exercise. Some actors used d_ifferent 
coloured pens to visually highlight various discoveries; -some made 
particular note of rhythm shifts but otherwise kept the meter 
unscored as opposed to a few of the actors who scored every foot 
. . ' 
. . 
. ' 
of the text. One actor, using a bright orange highlighter to -mark 
word patterns like ·antithesis, brought my attention to something 
that most of the other people in the room, who had already begun 
to work the text on their feet, were not indicating \lOcally: the . 
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repetition of the ref• ·rences to family and fathers in Henry's rousing 
speech to his troops and his emphasis on relationships. This is, 
after all, a young and untested king, working to establish his place 
as monarch anci overcoming his father's doubts about his mettle. 
After an opportunity to take the discoveries off the page into an 
active exploration of the text, I asked the company fer feedback on 
what these technical exercises contributed to the actors' creative 
choices about the text. 
" The places where you have a lot of alliteration help (you) to 
unlock the meter even further. Like 'Let her pry through the 
portage of the head'. If you really hit those couple of initial 
consonants that then the rest of the line takes care of itself. · 
There are times where it's just so clear, where the stresses 
are: 'wild and wasteful ocean'. It just takes care of itself if you 
just invest that bit further in the sound of the language; the 
meter is suddenly apparent." 
" It's the same with antithesis, like peace and war, if it didn't 
have a strong . beat when you first went through it with the 
meter then it sorts itself out when you (hit the antithesis)" 
" I just found that it climaxed really well, I think it has 
something to do with what Marty was saying about the meter 
becoming more regular at the end as well, but also half way 
through 'On, on you noblest English' - he's come to a point 
where he's half way through, well he doesn't know he's half 
way through but he's like 'come on' s.o it built really nicely and 
· the more I found, especially the 5 sounds - there's so much 5 
in it - especially towards the end and that kept building as 
well so it climaxed really nicely." 
I then asked the actors what they could tell about the character 
from working the speech in this way, even if they weren't familiar 
with the play as a whole. 
" It sounds like he's really connected to the people. He's using 
. . words and terminology that they can relate to in order to 
connect with the people he wants to fight with him." 
·. 9,4 










"He keeps referring to ... 'fathers' and 'mothers' and 'people' 
and 'us' and he repea ·t~ 'us' about ten times. He's bringing the 
people, their history it,to it: reference points." " 
" You really get the sense, even from those technical points, 
of his youth and his inexperience and the passion and the 
rawness that is there. This guy's brilliant but just unpolished · 
as yet, because the thoughts and the meter are at times 
completely chaotic; he's swept up in it all; at times it's coming 
out of nowhere (but) there's this natural flair for language so 
while it isn't the most composed or mature politica! address, 
there's just this absolute strength and youthful vigour behind 
•t , I • . 
"He's (acknowledging) how people would have seen him and 
that's a. really gutsy thing for a king to do. He's bringing 
himself down and ·saying, 'In peace time this is the type of 
guy I was, I had it all and I pissed it off and now it's war time 
and now I feel that I'm part of you. We're tigers i"n this, we're 
outnumbered but we're going to be tigers' and that's such a 
big thing for not only a king, but a young man to reveal to 
300 people. I don't think I'd have the guts to say, 'well I was · · 
kind· of a prick before but follow me now'. That's massive." 
" There's so many different places where he (uses) 'noblest 
English' 'dear friends' 'good yeoman'; there are so many 
terms that we just don't use to refer to each other ·any more·, 
Uke he really gives people credit and tries to give them status. 
· That happens quite regularly at points where he loses them 
and wants to get their attention back again." 
" There's the strongest sense that he's makin·g this up on -the . 
spot. He doesn't have a clue what he's going to say but it's 
just driven from within; it's in no way prepar~d, he just knows 
that he's got to say somethi_ng. He says what comes from .. his 
heart.'' 
. 
Knowing that some of· the actors were working with a broader . 
understanding of the character from a knowledge of the play as a 
whole, I asked those approaching this text for the first time what · 
the key things were that were helping them unlock the meaning. 
" Change in the language. There are j~st. so many different 
types of language, like at the start it's~ b~se and· he's making 
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himself one of them and by the end .of it he's referring to 
himself as the royal We and then 'Cry God for. Harry' he's 
callinq to God for himself. It's such a regal thing .... rh.ere's a 
huge change iri the confidence and those clues are all though 
the speech, that's a great example of the transformation." 
The actors then explored the more complex verse of Hermione's 
"Since what I am to say'' (111.2) speech from The Winter's Tale. I 
gave the actors three copies of the speech to explore: a modern, 
formatted edition; a copy where the text is presented. without t~~ · · 
verse formatting, to see what effect that had on comprehension 
and delivery; a third copy which introduced ~he text as presented 
in the Applause mod.ern-type First Folio~ 
The actors used some of Cicely Berry's exercises hi vocally., . · 
engaging with the text like changing direction ·with each chang·e of 
thought and accentuating the assonance and alliteration. For most. 
of the actors this was their first enco·unter with First Folio spelling 
and formatting and some people found working with new spe~ling 
an intimidating addition to the demands on their sight-reading. 
Others immediately preferred the Folio type-setting and the 'more 
phonetic' spelling of Elizabethan times. The extensive use of 
capitalisation also added to an increased feeling of correlation · 
between what was written on the page, and the vocal. delivery, 
even if the journey of the text from writer to actor to stage to 
Elizabethan typesetter was both fractured and indirect. Like the· 
ability to sight-read music, suddenly some of the actors could 
'hear' the text as they read it. 
Once people became more familiar with reading the Elizabethan · 
spelling, people started to comment that the layout of the Folio. 
text was also helping them identify pauses and shifts in rhythm. 
The Folio text, as reproduced. in The Applause First Folio of 
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Shakespeare in Modern · Type, has large spaces after each caesura 
which helps the actor to see not just the presence of a caesura but 
.. 
where it falls in the line. It also makes liberal use of parentheses, 
something that many post-Elizabethan editors eliminated, but a 
punctuation mark that many ·young actors use in their .writing. A 
parenthesis is more visually distinct than a comma· or semi-colon 
and therefore more helpful for actors to notice as their eyes flick 
from page to fellow actor or audience. Of the three formats, the 
majority of the actors found the Folio the easiest to work from. The 
following are extracts from each version. 
Since what I am to say, must be · but that which contraoicts · 
my accusation, and the testimony on my part, no other. but 
what comes from myself, it shall scarce boot me to say 'not 
guilty': mine Integrity, being counted falsehood, shall, as I. 
express it, be so. receiv'd. But thus, if _powers divine behold 
our human actions (as they do), I doubt not then but 
innocence shall make false accusation blush, . and . tyranny · 
tremble at patience. You, my lord, best know, (who least will 
seem to do so) · my past life hath been as continent, as chaste, 
as true, as I am now unhappy;49 
Since what I am to say, must be but that 
Which contradicts my accusation, and 
The testimony on ·my part, rio other 
But what comes from myself, it shall scarce boot me 
To say 'not guilty': mine integrity, 
Being counted falsehood, shall, as I express it, 
Be so received. But thus, if powers divine 
Behold our human actions, as they do, -
I doubt not then but innocence shall make 
False accusation blush and tyranny 
Tremble at patience. You, my lord, best know, · 
(Who least will seem to do so) my past life 
Hath been as continent, as chaste, as true, 
As I am now unhappy; 50 
Si_nce what I am to say must be but that 




The testimonie on my part ·no other 
But what comes from my selfe, it shall scarce boot me 
To say, Not guiltie: mine Integritie 
Being counted Falsehood, shall (as I expresse it) · 
Be so receiv'd. But th·us, if Powres Divine. 
Behold our humane actions (as they do) 
I. doubt not then, but Innocence shall. make · 
False Accusation blush, and Tyrranie 
Tremble at Patience. You (my Lord) best know 
(Whom least will see me to do so) my past life 
Hath beene as continent, ~s chaste, as true, 
As I am now unhappy; 51 
. After working on the monologues, the actors worked in pairs for an 
exploration of the Richard/ Lady Anne scene using the First Folio · · 
script. Once again there was hesitation from some of the actors as 
they adapted to the EHzabethan appearance of the text, but 
everyone found the use of capitalisation particularly helpful •. This 
scene has extraordinary word play between the two characters 
with some of Shakespeare's most effective use of repetition and 
antithesis. Capitalising those key words made the repetition and 
antithesis much clearer visually from the start of the rehearsal 
process, and enabled the actors to find a stronger embodirr1ent of 
the antagonism and word play in the scene. The format of the Folio 
edition presented greater confusion, however, when it came to 
looking at Shakespeare's use of shared lines. Unlike most modern 
editions of this scene, the Folio left-justifies every line of text, 
making it difficult to quickly distinguish between ·shared verse lines 
and a true half line. This gave the actors a good visual sense of the 
changing rhythm in that the quick banter sections of sharp word 
play are easy to see, but the ability to identify where the writer 
intends the pauses to go was much less clear. The actors then 





" It's as if all of these different things that we've been working 
on: the meter, all those literary techniques, the rhythm, all 
those things are individual pieces and if you look at just one of 
them in isolation you think 'Oh sweet, that's a corner and 
there's some sky there, chances are we're looking at a 
landscape' but it's not going to be enough in and of itself but 
the more you tap into all the different resources he has woven 
into the text, suddenly it begins to appear and then they all 
being to make a lot more sense the more of them you have. 
You can find more things within the meter when you've looked 
at all the other things in isolation to the meter." 
"You also have to get up on the floor and do it. You're got the 
process we had yesterday (cue script work), you've got all the 
pieces ... but until you get on the floor you don't know· all your 
relationships physically. You need to feel it to find it." 
I asked whether this was a popular opinion: were there things the 
actors found on their feet that they couldn't find en the page? 
" The rhythm. When you're sitting down with a pen and a 
piece of paper you'll naturally have t~e same rhythm but as 
soon as you're up on your feet (it changes)." 
" The intentions. What are you saying and how does that sit in 
your body if you're that character; where's that coming from?" 
" It becomes exciting. We've all gone through high school 
where in year ten, with Hamlet, it's boring ... but here the text 
is alive. You are saying it and it was always meant to be said, 
that's the only way to find it." 
As I had anticipated prior to the workshop but couldn't prevent, 
given the same ensemble working on all three days of the 
workshop, some of the work from the previous ciay on cue scripts 
influenced the efficacy of the verse work and the techniques were 
blended to an extent. The physical and spatial work the actors had 
been developing was more present in this .page-focussed approach 
than when I had previously applied. this work in a classroom 
setting. One of the actors commented on it: 
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" I'm a bit confused now because I've never been confident 
with Sha_kespeare so I would always start my WQrk off like 
this: beating out the meter etc. but then yesterday, I hadn't 
done any of that work on it but just getting up and doing It I 
felt like that stuff would just come to me without having to do 
(this) work." 
"Overanalysing can almost sap your trust. You didn't know it 
and you trusted that someone was going to give you 
something or that you could call line, but if you overanalyse it 
you're like, 'Oh fuck, that's a pretty big speech'." 
The actors then discussed the appeal of incorporating both 
approaches. 
" The value of yesterday's work is only reaped when It 
happens in the context of (verse work). They would have 
understood iambic pentameter so innately that you can get up 
there, be in the moment, then play the scene with whatever 
you have to do. I don't think you can divorce the two: impulse 
and technique." 
" This will hold you a while - running on adrenaline - and 
everything clicks in but you can always go further. Looking at 
this text now I still think there are things I've missed and I 
don't like overanalysing it, I prefer to be up on the floor but 
it's bottomless, how far you can get into-this, obviously 
getting up on the floor as well. And doing this with the floor 
straight away without spending a day looking at the page is 
amazing. I always had this fear that detail would lock ·you in; 
analysing it that heavily with assonance and things like that 
would lock in your performance but it doesn't." 
Day Three - Sensibility, Stanislavski and Workshop 
Review 
On day three of workshop· the actors moved away from the more 
- -
rigorous vocal, linguistic and literary work of the previous days. 
The theories of-acting most frequently applied in drama schools 
and acting workshops are derived frc;>m the teaching and practice 
of Constantin Stanislavski, who was at the forefront of a profound 




theatricality of the 19th Century stages, to .a more ,·naturalistic' 
pe.rformance.· A very simplified way to describe this shift, the same 
. shift the workshop made on day three, was the favou.ring of feeling . 
over form. For many. actors and their teachers, the most satisfying · 
and 'successful' acting work involves a prioritisation of naturalistic · 
acting choices and an internal connection to a perso·nalised 
emotional truth. As part of this workshop exercise I thought it was 
important to . observe how the actors engaged with Shakespeare's · · 
text when using tech.niques that were more likely to be used in ari 
. . 
acting class, rather than a voice or te.xt workshop. The day also 
. involved a .revisit to a couple of the cue script scenes before an 
extended feedback and revi.ew disc~ssion of the whole three ·days. 
As discussed earlier, many young acto~ break up the ·verse with 
. . . 
the aim of making it scJund more truthful and while I did not 
. . 
instruct the actors to intentionally break the verse, I invited them 
· to abandon all the work of the previous couple of days, including . 
. . . 
the intensive work on scansion, and simply connect to the 
emotional truth of the scene. I· was then able to observe what had 
been retained of the verse work, what was abandoned and, 
through my own observations and those of the participants, detect 
. . . 
whether there may haye been a change to the .clarity of the . text 
from the audience's perspective. 
. . 
The chosen text was the final scene (V.2) from ·othello in which 
Othello kills Desdemona, is discovered by Emilia and her husband 
Iago, and Iago's villainous part in Desdemona's death is revealed. 
The actors used the First Folio version of the· scene, working on· the 
exchange between Othello and Desdemona before contextualising . 
. the sc.ene as a whole, with Emilia, Ia go .and the other witnesses to 
. . 
Iago's unmasking and Othello's confession. 
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It was immediately evident to me that sight-reading became 
significantly more difficult for the actors without having prepared 
the script through an examination of the verse and a scoring of the --_ 
text. Actors were much more bound to the page and had much _ 
less eye contact ·and connection to their partners as they worked. 
Many people were stumbling over lines and misreading the words 
the first and sometimes second time through and th·e energy level 
-.. in the room was lower than with previous initial offers for a scene. _ 
The approach most of the pairs then took was to start to discuss 
what the scene was about. Some immediately noticed repetition 
and used that to identify themes and shifts in the _scene dynamics 
and some focussed on the-characters' 'wants': a term frequently 
used _in 'action and objective' work in contemporary actor training. 
Other actors immediately turned to the word choice, the assonance 
· and alliteration to get a sense of the stakes of the sce.ne. One actor 
. commented to her 'partner on' the repetitive use of the '0' sound, 
reflecting on an observation from Cicely Berry in which -she 
suggests that thoughts were carried by consonants a·nd emotions 
expressed through vowels. This concept is one of the useful ways 
- . 
in which an ·actor can -_begin to explore the aurai shape of _a text. 
The speech in question, both i~ aural form and verbal content, 
thus indicated that Othello _was in a very emotional state. Some 
actors inevitably headed instinctively for the verse structure arid in 
those pairs, ·the shared understanding of the scene·seemed to _be 
emerging more quickly. These actors were more confident in their 
readings and offers, using phrases like 'it's clearly ... ' or_'this is 
definitely ... ', in contrast to the pairs focussing on th~ emotions of 
t~e characters by trying to explore, in a sense, w~at wasn't on the 
- -
page,· who were using phrases like' I think it might be ... ' or 'do ·you 
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think ... ' or 'I'm not sure but it could mean ... '. The actors Wl1o were 
eith~r instinctively or.consciously scanning the v~r~e line 
. . 
. . ·developed a better flow to ttieir scene work and, from· my 
. . 
perspective, a clearer rhythm ·to the text making it easier for both 
listener ·and speaker to understand .. 
Some actors read 
·. · . I will J10t kill thy unprepared spirit 
as a ten syllable line with quite a short, sharp rhythm in contrast . . 
· .to the option of "un-pre-par-ed" which gives the impression of. a 
. character whose emotions are overllowing rather than being kept 
on a tight leash. One of the pairs went into a. physical exploration 
. ~f the scene almost immediately with energy reminiscent of the · 
cue script work, using each other almost as prompts as they tried 
to get ·their eyes .and their energy off the page and into a 
· performance context. They stumbled as often as the page bound 
pairs, but with a sense of fearless experimentation and forward . 
·momentum regardless of interpretive errors, acquiring a feel for . 
.the shape of the scene very quickly . . Within ten min~tes of first 
getting the text, every pair was working for a physical and vocal 
. . 
· understanding ·of the scene, making choices through performance 
. rather .than discussion. 
The_ actors then changed partners. to explore the Othello/ Emilia 
exchange before we ran the whole scene through and it was 
interesting that the physical and vocal approach dominated over 
the page-bound method in the new groupings. 
-When running the scene, the actors worked ·_for a strong emotic,nal 
conne~ion to their characters but. as the actor playing Othello, 
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James Mackay, sta~ed the first run· through, his emphasis seemed 
to be on speaking the text clearly rather than connecting to the 
given circumstances of the scene. I asked him to start again, 
shifting his priorities fro1n 'how clearly you're speaking and Instead 
focussing in why he's doing what he's doing. Let the text be 
servant to your actions.' The actor had already recognised that he 
had missed key stage directions within the text. On the second 
attempt, the emotional stakes were immediately higher but the 
text clarity was not overly compromised by the shift. The greater 
emotional investment seemed to justify the heightened text but as 
the drama in the scene unfolded, the text did suffer loss of detail. 
There was an underlying awareness of the verse rhythm, although 
the ends of lines became much less distinct and key words were 
less clear; there were moments where the verse became entirely 
submerged tn the sound and fury of the emotion. 
What also changed in the second run In a way that compromised 
. the audience experience was the staging: with greater emotional 
connection to the character's internal state, the actors turned 
themselves physically _inward as well, working In profile, finding 
thoughts on the floor, keeping their heads down or turning 
upstage. It was the emergence of the classic Stanlslavskl 'fourth 
wall', which excludes the audience and makes the actors' playing 
space more confined. 
Workshop Reflect/On 
The workshop was deslgrled to explore various verse approaches In 
a concentrated way with a group· of actors of mixed experience and 
confidence with Shakespeare a_nd solicit their opinions about the 
work a·nd Its ap·pllcatlon for them both In training and, hi most 
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cases, as professional actors. It was an opportunity to explore the 
use of cue scripts, a method I had not used In WAAPA class \Vork 
and s~ch a significant part of Patrick Tucker's' Original Approach'. 
The cue script work certainly solicited the most dramatic and 
·favourable reaction from the actors and I had totally 
underestimated how useful the actors would find that way of 
working, especially given the collective fear generated by not 
having the whole text to work from. While this group of actors 
covered the spectrum of experience that one would find In most 
class groups at WAAPA, which was useful in providing a 
comparison point for the application of these methods to my 
teaching of undergraduates, the key quality of this particular group 
was that they wanted to learn these techniques. Some of them had 
travelled from Interstate, sorne had given up three days of paid 
work or holiday time: they were invested. This Is not necessarily 
the case with the average training actor, as I have discussed 
before. Nonetheless, the fact that the cue script work was 
universally well received makes me think that It would be a worthy· 
part of·verse training as a whole. 
The intensive verse work of the second day of the workshop had a 
different energy t~ It, Informed by the playful and fruitful 
fearlessness of the first day's work. Participants felt that the two 
approaches were mutually dependant and that the cue script work 
would be much less effective with a group who had n~t had 
previous exposure to the basics of working with verse. I agree with 
this view, although It must be noted that most of the actors, as Is 
normal, had paid little attentlor- to verse work on their lines prior 
to the workshop. They had taken the Instruction to 'learn your 
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lines and show· up' to be the full measure of their required 
preparation. An analysis of the verse prior to learning the script, 
applying any and all of the Berry, Barton or Rodenburg techniques 
. as Patrick Tucker does with his OSC actors, would not, I think, 
impede the actors' feeling of freshness with the text. It is likely to · 
enable them to bring greater detail to their text delivery in 
'Burbadge Time' and performance. I am mindful, however, that for 
many training actors, the more they analyse a text and begin to 
make decisions on meaning an~ scansion, the more likely a vocal 
pattern of delivery will begin to Jock in. Such vocal patterns can be 
difficult to break, even if an actor feels that they are otherwise 'in 
the moment' and listening and responding flexibly. 
The feedback from the actors was that cue script work would be a 
valuable experience for training and professional actors provided it 
happened after the actors had developed a solid working 
knowledge of how to read the verse for Shakespeare's directions. 
The key discovery of the three days and the topic which dominated 
the post-workshop discussion, was how dependant the actors had 
become on directors and teachers and how diminished their own 
instincts were as a result. The actors at WAAPA are encouraged to 
'fail boldly', in other words to trust their own instincts and give 
their directors and fellow actors unhesitant offers even if those 
offers tum out to be inappropriate for the production as a whole. 
The general consensus from this group was that that principle was 
a fine ideal but impractical in an environment where you are 
working with what is often a completely unknown director and your· 
ability to 'take direction' is a key part of the assessment of your 
success as a student. 
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At the same time, reading a new director is a complicated and 
tentative pr~cess for most actors, especially if they are concerned 
· about their overall progress in the course. Some actors had had. 
. little experier;ce of drawing on their own resources when working 
Shakespeare's text in performance atld this, for them~· was an 
exciting first. For the others, some of w~1om were working 
professionally in Shakespeare productiot1s at the time, it was a 
. . 
reminder of the direct link the actor has to :-eading Shakespeare's 
directions for his actors. The director can, as or1e actor put it, 
'mould my choices' with an external eye that benefits the overall 
shape and experience of a play from an audience's perspective, 
· but a director or teacher is not the custodian of Shakespeare's 
meaning and the source of the script's single 'truth'. The true 
realisation of the script occurs in the communication between 
actors and their audience·. Over the course of the workshop, the 
actors shifted from warine·ss in relation to a text that might expose 
their weaknesses to an interest and absorption in technique and 
the practical requirements of the scripts, wherein a new 
understanding and appreciation of Shakespeare emerged as a 
fellc;»w actor trying to help them as best he can· through the page. 
Key Techniques from the Verse Workshop 
There are key points that contributed to the efficacy of th·e cue 
script approach to verse work . . The observations of audience and 
actors applying these techniques provide grounds for the inclusion 
of cue script work in actor training generally and not necessarily 
. . 
just for verse plays. 
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Being 'Off Book' 
Having their lines. down enabled the actors to read the ·dynamics of 
the performance space with more acuity than if they had had their 
eyes bound to the page. There was an improvement in the overall · .. . 
energy and openness of rehearsing an unfamiliar scene for the first · -
time than in any rehearsal I have experienced. A key factor in this 
success was the use of the Book-Holder. 
Effective Cueing 
The use of the Book-Holder was an enlightening experience from 
. . 
both a learning and a teaching perspective. While I had always 
encouraged actors not to. drop out of character when asking for a 
Jine, I had not, prior to this workshop, realised how much of an 
impediment to energised rehearsal it is when actors are made to 
feel embarrass~d about askin·g for a line. Nor had I anticipated 
how hard it would be to shift . the actors from a mindset in which 
they felt they had to, at all costs and independently, keep the 
scene going to the point of collapse rather than embracing the 
collective insecurity and using that as a way to bond as an 
ensemble - the 'we're all in this together' mentality. For the actors · 
to realise that they not only could but also should -be moving 
themselves bodily to better use the Book-Holder, even just to 
confirm that they were on the right track, was extremely difficult 
for some. As a teacher I could detect the difference. in the 
experience for the actors working_ opposite someone who would 
stubbornly persevere on his/her own, driving the scene to a 
complete stop before asking or, what's infinitely ~orse, clicking 
their fingers for. a cue. An actor who drops character, status, 
period and energy to swear, apologise, ask for a prompt or ask to 
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go back in the script to find the cue causes significant disruption to 
rehearsal, yet this is the standard approach· for many training 
actors. The Book-Holder approach demonstrated that no one cared 
if lines were imperfect but .~here was a faintly perceptible · 
frustration if an actor wasn't using the lifeline that was, literally, 
staring him/her in the face: the Book-Holder. 
Listening Skills 
Actors listening desperately for those feW words they needed to 
start their own text generated a significant amount of adrenaline in 
the room and certainly promoted focus. Even after an actor had 
.. 
rehearsed the scene enough to have an estimate of how much 
time there was between his/her cues, the level of listening and 
investment in other actors' text was still exponentially higher than 
in an average WAAPA rehearsal. The actors did not have a visual 
or physical memory of their 'pauses' built into their understanding 
as is often established during the first days, sometimes weeks, of · 
sit-down readings and discussions in a rehearsal room. Putting the 
actors and the audience in the same place of discovery when 
initially working the text enabled the actors to develop a sense of 
both individual and collective responsibility for communicating the 
story with the greatest clarity for everyone, onstage and off. The 
effect this concentration may have on a longer rehearsal period 
and subsequent production is impossible to glean from this 
research. Actors would obviously develop a great degree of 
familiarity and perhaps complacency with each other's lines, but 
nevertheless, the workshop actors were excited by the idea of 
. . 
applying this techni.que not just to the OSC timescale of 
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performance and rehearsal, but to a standard length rehearsal and . 
performance season. ,.. ... ' 
' ,  . 
Workshop DVD 
The DVD which accompanies this section of the thesis Illustrates 
the following comp.onents of the work In this order: 
• First attempts at Cue Script work 
• Second run of the scene, two days later 
• Using the Book-Holder effectively 
• Sight-reading a Henry V monologue 
• Analysing the Henry V text 
• Taking the prepared text into performance 
• Hermione's speech from. The Winter's Tale, examined In 




Within an acting program Jt Is a considerable challenge to provide 
all the experiences, techniques and tutelage that go into creating a 
professional actor. To perform Shakespeare's verse at a 
professional level requires a strong imaglnat~on, physical and vocal 
power and dexterity, emotional Intelligence, creative courage and 
generosity, skill at reading, scoring and speaking heightened text, 
and a charisma and confidence on stage that engages and excites 
. . 
an audience. The fact that. verse work is an often undervalued and 
culturally unpopular part of the many skills and genres to be 
covered while an actor is In Intensive training means that often 
disengagement, misunderstanding and mistrust Impedes the 
progress of the work. The Ideal candidate for this work would have 
had a longer cultural association with Shakespeare's words and 
plays than students do today. The Royal Shakespeare Company 
has written what they call "The RSC Manifesto for Shakespeare In 
Schools" which Is an attempt to 'ensure that young people feel 
Shakespeare belongs to them and that they have the opportunity 
to explore his work in the most enriching way possible. '52 Their 
focus Js on a theatre based approach with the argument that 'the 
sensory act of hearing, seeing ·and feeling the sounds, rhythms and 
words aids comprehension In a way that reading a play cannot'53, 
and Is summarised by the three principles: 
• Do it on your feet 
• See it live 
• Start it earlier. 
For a student entering drama school to be able to build on positive 
and stimulating live experiences of Shakespeare from their high 
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school and even primary school education would make a significant 
difference to the quality of work they would be able to achieve. 
The actors who developed the most with the work described here 
were not necessarily the ones who came into the course with 
above average text skills. Those with natural or acquired 
confidence In reading and analy~lng text were at an advantage 
with certain sections of the work, but the qualities that distinguish . 
the best of these students are curiosity and application. As with · 
the learning of phonetics and the study of accents in other parts of 
the voice course, the students who showed greatest development 
. were not the ones who were naturally 'gifted', but those who 
.· carefully gathered the tools and then· applied them with a 
voracious appetite for Interrogation. So it was with the students 
learning to work with Shakespeare's verse. 
My pitch to the students at the outset was that, although the 
temporal distance between Shakespeare's words and ourselves i~ · 
·significant, for their fellqw actors of four hundred years ago this 
was popular entertainment that actors needed to.·be able to 
rehearse and perform with li.ttle time or guidance~ It was nev~r 
intended to seem intimidating or impenetrable.· Like reading music, 
the confident performance of Sh~kespeare's verse simply requires 
the acquisition of a set of skills with which the actor can discern 
. the rich and supportive instructions the writer -has built int9 the . 
very form of the language. There are differences, certainly, 
. . 
bet~een the aesthetic appetite and sensory .skills of the modern 
audience and the Elizabethans who were undoubte_dly more aurally · 
fo~us~ed than rriost people In today's classrooms and theatres. The 
Elizabethan actor would, naturally, have been more skilled than . 
· contemporary actors at reading Shakespeare's words an~ 
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anticipating their theatrical requirements. That does not mea.n that .· 
the skills are beyond the reach of any-young, intelligent and 
dedicated actor, even within the time constraints of an over-
burdened acting program, even if their experience of live 
Shakespeare prior to starting training is limited. The key lies in an 
individual's will to ~earn and the self-discipline with which s/he 
autonomously applies available skills to the rehearsal and 
performance of the verse. 
Given the results of the research and the feedback from the 
students, I believe that Shakespearean text is something that 
should be incorporated into ttn actor's training as soon as possible 
and throughout all three years of a course. ·A focus on sonnets in 
the first year with the aim of acquiring a working understanding of 
the form and function of the verse is within the capability of all 
first-year actors. Keeping sonnets an unassessed part of the first-
year program allows students time to develop their skills without a 
sense that Shakespeare, which some of the students will be 
meeting professionally for the first time, wJII be their undoing ·in a 
heavily assessed course. If sonnets are incorporated into the first 
year, the acceleration of learning in second year as the .. students 
begin to work with a wider general skills set should improve their 
abil!ty to engage fruitfully with dramatic classical texts. The 
assessment standards within second year can then be comparable 
to professional standards of delivery and application. The Verse 
and Speech Assessment acts as a useful measure of such 
achiev~ment, provided .the text choices for the assessment are 
tailored by the teacher to challenge but not overwhelm eac_h 




Exposure. to oth~r forms of poetry and rich text in first year should 
contribute to the development of students' linguistic and sight-
reading skills. With the practice of rote poetry learning all but· 
disappeared from secondary English classes, tertiary students 
would gain greater confidence in their reading and speech by 
regularly memorising poetry and other rich text. The poetry 
classes in second year appeared to make a significant contribution 
to the overall vocal, cultural and emotional skills of the actors and 
the feedback from the students has been that if explored in a 
practical, engaged and energised way 1 poetry feels like a natural . 
and valuable addition to the training. 
The second year classes were reasonably thorough in terms of 
exposing ttle students to a wide range of verse analysis exercises 
and it was beneficial to combine a variety of approaches so that 
students could find tools that were particularly useful for their ,.,wn 
mode of learning, whether predominantly visual, aural or 
kinaesthetic. Scoring the verse to notate discoveries and directJ,on 
is a vital practice for actors to develop and checking the application · 
of these skills is one aspect that I think is missing from t~•e second 
and third year assessment. My experience with training actors is 
that some formal kind of assessment is necessa111 to ensure the 
actors have a working knowledge of these tools through which to 
develop greater long-term autonomy. Few, if any 1 of the actors at 
WAAPA anticipate the difference between the supportive 
educational environment of the ·drama school and the individual · 
initiative and self-discipline required by the industry. Drama school 
may be the only time in their career that an actor has full-time 
access to a voice coach on a· production so giving the actor life-
long industry skills is more important than teaching them to be a 
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better st~dent for the time they are at drama· school .. We must · 
always be asking what the work is for. 
Is Shakespeare worth the workload? I have no illusions about the 
· number of my students who will probably never perforrn in a 
Shakespeare play after leaving drama school so does that make 
this work vocationally obsolete? One of the greatest challenges for 
this training is that it occurs in a cultural environment in which 
· · Shakespeare's text is neither fully dismissed nor fully engaged. 
Theatre companies often make the visual experience of the 
audience their highest priority. While I recognise the appeal and 
the value of taking a more visual interpretation to a Shakespeare 
play to engage today's audiences, I do not think that this should 
subjugate the delivery of the .text. In a rec·ent Bell Shakespeare 
production of The Merchant of Venice, I noticed that during some 
of the more dense and difficult sections of the play, the music on 
. stage got louder and the background action more distracting as if 
to relieve the- audience of the burden of trying to understand. This 
only reinforces the perception that understanding and enjoying 
Shakespeare is beyond the capabilities of the average person. 
There will almost certainly come a day when Shakespeare's words 
are too antiquated to be understood by any but a few motivated . 
scholars, in the way that Chaucer or Beowulf in their original forms 
are to most pe.ople today. It is doing ~ disse..Vice to audience$, 
. . . 
actors and academics to declare that that day has already arrived. , 
In lieu of significant support from the primary and secondary 
education systems or repertory companies and the mentoring 
experiences they provided, and without significant numbers of 
great Australian classical actors or great Australian theatrical 
experiences of Shakespeare, drama school training presents the 
', 
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only opportunity young actors may have to develop their acting 
skills by working on text this rich and this rewarding; to test their 
abilities on the most challenging peaks. Sometimes it may appear 
that the rough plot is Shakespeare's only remaining legacy and, 
given that most of his works were adapted from other sources, 
Shakespeare then becomes more like Aesop or Ovid: a gatherer o.f 
tales. But Shakespeare's most valuable contribution to our cultural 
heritage is not the repackaging of others' stories; rather it is his 
wholly original and gifted use of verse to tell those stories in a way 
that engages both actor and audien·ce. 
The secondary education system seems to set up a premise that 
Shakespeare is something culturally important enough to warrant 
a token gesture but too difficult and distant for the average 
audience member or student to devote much time to. There is an 
undercurrent of this attitude permeating through drama schools 
too, where film and television training are gaining greater priority 
and, by consequence, less time is being spent on classical texts. All 
of my experience over these last few years suggests how val~able 
this work is to the overall development of training actors. 
Regardless of the professional destination of these students, .the 
skills developed by working on Shakespearean text enrich the 
acting medium. To quote two of the actors from the verse 
workshop who were asked whether working on Shakespeare was 
relevant to thefr industry aspirations: 
"I think you learn all you need to know about acting and 
performance from working with Shakespeare. He shows you 
the importance of connection to your own body and 
imagination as well as to others, the necessity of active 
listening on stage, the power of the imagination. You need a 
. highly tuned voice, mind and body to fully realise a 
Shakespearean role." 
116 
" You have to be abtie to deliver the text with truth and 
confidence; confidei1ce that it is exactly what your character· 
·needs to say, and that it~s exactly how they would say it. "54 
Sonnet work in first-year, the Barton and Berry style verse 
analysis exercises on dramatic monologues and scenes in 
conjunction with dynamic physical and vocal exercises and pqetry 
. . 
work in second-year and full-length Sh-akespeare productions in ·_ 
second and third-year all contribute to the development of actors' 
confidence with Shakespeare's verse. Following the verse -
workshop in Sydney, what I would now add to that training is more 
. experience of working with the First· Folio text, and an extended 
cue script exercise either at the end of sec_or:-td-year or during 
third-year. Analytical tools th~t help to re-ignite the actors' own 
instincts and autonomy contribute to an engaging and rewarding 
ensemble experience both for actor and audience. The listening 
· skills, effective cueing habits and stage energy that actors develop 
by being off-book and working together would be a valuable 
experience. for any training actor, whether in the rehearsal of a 
Shakespeare text or a play of another genre. To quote ·another 
participant from the workshop, commenting on the value _of this 
approach to his overall confidence with Shakespeare's verse: 
"Experiencing Shakespeare in its original form gav~ me a 
context for everything we've learned in the past and rang a 
few bells: the immecliacy of it. The (cue script work) made me 
understand why it was written that way and now I know what 
to do. "55 . . · 
Having experienced such a positive reaction to the cue script work, 
that is certainly the approach I would now take in rehearsing a .. text 
like The Winter's Tale. The work I've done since that production 
has only reinforced my belief that the greatest educational and 
'· : 
cultural reward for working on Shakespeare's plays comes from 
117. 
prioritising the .clear and skilful delivery of the text. It _is possible 
for .all students to develop a professional level of confidence with 
this verse and doing so makes them better actors. The greatest 
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Key Areas of Focus for Second Year Work 
• Verse. 
• Imagination 
• _Breath Support 
• Range 
• Articulation 
• Physical connection _ 
• Emotional connection 
• Status/ sexuality/ gender transformation_-
i· 
• Finding the stakes of the scene 
• Commanding the space 
Second Year Exercises 
• Rhythm work on the iambic and weak endings: 'beating 
through the metre. 
• Physicalising the antithesis. 
• Whispering the text: finding assonance, alliteration, detail. ~ 
• Physical and vocal exploration of key words independent of 
the whole and then reincorporated. 
•·. Leading a partner physically and vocally through a text: 
using the space and a partner to clarify images and energy. 
• · Text as a radio play: keeping the actors' physical and vocal 
connection but using the auditory only as the means to 
communicate the story. _ 
• · Generating the inner state: imagining a sleep disrupted by 
dreams and the character's thoughts, physical journey to 




• To market, to market:· an exercise-In -commanding the space 
where half the group stand on chairs and speak their text, 
trying to hold the attention of the other half of the group 
who can wander at will. to whomever they find most 
. engaging. 
• Fighting wor9s: explori-ng physicality and status and. the 
action of the words. 
• Let me pass: an exercise used by Lisa Scott-Murphy that 
helps actors find connection between their intention and _their , 
expression. 
. . . 
• Stat~s/ gender/ sexuality/ aggression/ intellectual skill shifts 
explored physically and vocally .. 
• Breathing the text: following the internal state of the 
character as the thoughts change. 
• Nouns, verbs: structure of .the language. · 
• Ends of lines only: communicating only through the final · 
. ! 
words. 
• Henry V: using key words t~ get through the space ·by 
promptirlg a line. 
. . 
• Hearing your text read back to you. 
' . . . 
• Changing direction with changes of thought. 
• Moving towards·, moving away depending on cor)nectedness. 
• -Adding on a word each ti~e. 
· • · Sorry? Being interrogated by a partner. Finding the weak 
thoughts. 
• Creating the need to speak. The given circumstances of the 
character. 
·• . Internal to exte~nal: from internal mon9logue to person . 
opposite to full spac~. Extending the sphere. 
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I . '. 
. . . 
. . 
• Circle of lines: speaking only when connected an.d holding 
. the flqor until you disconnect or are· replaced by someone · 
with a stronger connection. · 
• Stopping when· artifice kicks in . . 
. . . 
• . Skipping the te·xt, landing on ends of lines . . 
.. 
• Bein·g ignored by a partner:. finding the need to be heard. 
• Shared story telling -Henry V. 
• Punctuation - or not: compa.rison and exploration. 
• I~dividual work· within the· group class: directed, character-
. · sp·ecific work. 
' • • • i . . . 
• Taking a line ~ach,· noticing the end-stopped thoughts versus · 
. . 
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